Bad Infinity by Brett W. Urben 
For N. | hope we meet again one 
day. 
“Trees cover up a multitude of sins.” - Bob 
Ross 


The knife slips from my grasp. Blood dribbles down my 
arm into the bathtub’s drain as a sigh leaves my lips. There’s 
no need to act like I’m fine anymore. The night is over. The 
same faces with the same expressions are gone, and it’s me 
and my self-loathing left to close up shop. I’ve wanted to die 
for fifteen years but cutting would have to do for tonight. When 
you mix and match coping mechanisms you never know what 
you’re going to get. A real fear of mine is losing the emotional 
release of a good cut because of a short-sighted swig of 
vodka. You get weird when you're manic-depressive. Johnny 
and Bethany got married and invited me to be a seventh wheel 
at a get together of theirs. | picked at a plate of spaghetti 
between suicidal fantasies. Longing mixed with jealousy 
engulfed me through most of the night. 

Do they think I’m normal? 

| get paranoid about how much they know about me. | 
only let it start and stop at depression. They find out in casual 
conversation how | manage - modern coping skills like 
mindfulness and meditation . | hate mindfulness and 
meditation. | Jove drugs. I'm unmotivated to do the most basic 
things in life. | love to spend every last free cent | have on 
whatever relieves the discomfort . I'll do anything to muffle the 
noise. 

“Any news about Brandon and the orchestra?” Dana, 
one of the wives, asks after swallowing a bite of chicken 
parmesan. 

| forgot Mike and Sati had a kid. 

“Did | forget to tell you? He definitely earned a spot but 
they won't determine seating for another few months.” 

“Great! I’m so proud of your little guy!” 

“Our little guy is gonna be seventeen in two months! 


Time flies!” 

| can’t bear the trite conversation. | fumble in my 
pockets for my weed vaporizer pen, find it, and excuse myself 
from the table. One puff and the panic is manageable. Two 
puffs and | stop giving a shit. Three and | forget why I’m 
inhaling in the first place. | head back to the table to find the 
group dropping credit cards onto a tin with a cheque. | reach 
for my wallet when Johnny, rising from his seat, grabs my arm. 

“Don’t worry about it, Nicky.” He’s pushing it. 

“Heh, worry about what?” I’m receding. 

“| know you haven’t worked in a few months. W anted to 
let you know I’m here for you, alright?” 

“Great, man. Appreciate it. I’m doing fine, though. Tell 
Beth thanks. | had a good time.” 

Sweat stains begin replenishing themselves so | grab 
my coat and bolt for fresh air. How the hell did he find out 
about me getting fired? Do they think I’m a bum? Someone 
who’s fine mooching off of their friends? | can afford a plate at 
some shitty restaurant for WASPs. | hate this facade | 
maintain. | don’t want this life. I'm certain they'll find out I’m 
bipolar, too. 

| take a few drags off of the pen and spot a liquor store 
across the street. 


Talking with a therapist - a farcical exercise meant to 
convince me I’m normal. Googling symptoms of depressive 
psychosis while drinking vodka in a bathtub - brilliant. | pick up 
my phone, hoping for a sympathetic message that never 
comes. | instead find an unread email from my former boss. | 
put down the phone . | gave up therapy as last year’s 
resolution and | refuse to feed my booze, drugs, and prost 
money to the mental health industrial complex. This will have 
to do. 

| shake my head and slip out of the tub and onto the 
floor. Tears form. | barely get to my feet before slipping again. 
| grab the edge of the tub and count to three, rise and almost 
crip walk to the couch’s end table thanks to a mess of cables 
and assorted unnecessities. The drawer handle dodges my 


grasp. Round two. | get it open and grab some weed, papers, 
and a lighter. | roll a shitty joint, light it, and make my way to 
the front porch. 

| take a long drag and hold my breath until my vision 
goes black. The best hits are the ones that leave you barely 
conscious. The thoughts stop for seven seconds and | hear 
the outdoors for what feels like the first time again. Crickets. 

Maybe there’s beauty left to find in life. Maybe there’s 
an answer. | can do this. | can find meaning and happiness. 
Maybe even love again. | dissociate and the emptiness 
encompasses my essence. I'll be thirty in six months and can 
barely find the motivation to tie my shoes. Anger swells, 
plateaus, and dissipates. | hate whatever part of myself that 
tortures me like this. | wish | were superstitious. Believing it’s a 
demon would at least make this interesting. Analyzing it in 
terms of neurochemistry leaves the suffering meaningless and 
Clinical. Talking about it does not happen. 

The past flashes by. It’s easy to get trapped in those 
moments again. | take a sharp inhale and jab the lit end of the 
cigarette into my inner elbow. My eyes widen in pain as the 
thoughts and feelings burn away. | exhale through my teeth 
and stare out at the street for a few moments. The phone 
inside starts ringing. | enter the house and trip over some 
moldy shoes on my way to the hardline. The receiver slips out 
of my hands when | pick it up. | grab it off the floor. 

I’m irritable now. “Hello? You know it’s almost three in 
the morning?” 

“Nicholas, it’s Beth. I’m sorry. | didn’t know who else to 
call. You’re his best friend and | can’t take this anymore. | 
found some things on John’s laptop a week before the 
marriage but | was too scared. | didn’t want to fuck anything up 
and plus I’ve been hormonal so-” 

“Quiet.” | breathe in through my nose. 

Catharsis. I’m not the only one who’s fucked up 
anymore. She can’t come here, though. There’s blood in the 
bathroom. 

“I'll come pick you up. You sound like you need some 
food, B.” 


Beth strikes a match and lights our cigarettes. The first 
exhale is a great release. She runs her fingers over my bare 
arm. | shudder as she grazes the raw flesh of the cigarette 
burn. | look away. 

“You're doing it again.” 

| look up at the ceiling then off to the side. 

“Look at me.” 

No. 

“Nicholas. Look. At. Me. Now.” 

Vestigial feelings rise to the surface. Anxiety inflames me. 
Shame and fear circulate. Get me out of here. 

“All of a sudden you care? | thought you just wanted to 
fuck away your boyfriend.” 

She sighs, shakes her head, and ashes her cigarette. 

“Are you getting help?” 

“I’ve gotten help.” 

“Help that works?” 

“Sure.” 

| wish | wasn’t a detached asshole. Her husband’s 
cheating on her with college girls and all | can be is a pleasure 
doll. Beth and | were together for seven years before my 
bullshit became too much for the relationship to handle. She 
was always supportive and never judged me. Verbally, at 
least. The sex is still great, thankfully. | wasn’t expecting 
anything resembling a good feeling to show its face. 

“Why don’t you focus on Johnny and let me handle 
myself?” | try not to sound upset, but | don’t think it worked. 

“It’s over. | can’t believe | went through with the 
marriage. I’m just thankful we don’t have any goddamn kids.” 

She isn’t crying. Anger has a way of pushing everything 
else to the side. | put my arm around her, ash falling onto her 
naked shoulder. 

“Uh... sorry.” 

We chuckle. She looks into my eyes and | feel 
something. 

“Do you still love me?” She asks, looking at the ashtray 


in her lap. 
| take a drag. “No.” 


| grab my keys off of the kitchen counter. The motel 
smells of shit and smoke, sex and desperation. Beth sends me 
a text, asking me to get coffee. | ignore it. Half of the time | 
can’t handle her emotions. She either loves me uncontrollably 
and irrationally or hates me in equal measure. Her passion 
bypasses my intellect. This bipolar has gotten so bad over the 
past twenty years. I’m fooling myself if | think | can ever resist 
her when I’m feeling so low. | land in the driver's seat, put the 
keys in the ignition and a wave of anxiety forces me still. Guilt. 
Again. | sigh. | check my phone. | decide to get the coffee. 


| return with her frappuccino in one hand and a large black 
coffee in the other. Beth is on the phone. 

“| didn’t tell you I’d be coming back at all. | don’t care if it’s 
unattractive, I’m done. | want nothing more to do with you or 
your girlfriends. Talk to Dina if you want any of your shit back. 
Bye.” 

Trying to time it correctly, | push the door open, spilling 
some coffee on my wrist. It burns. 

“How was traffic ?” 

“Are we really gonna talk like we’re in a relationship 
now?” 

“Wow, you really don’t care anymore, do you?” 

That hurt. A lot. | shut my mouth and hand her the coffee. 
She rests a damp towel on my arm. At least she cares. 

“When was the last time you were in love?” She’s ina 
mood. 

“| don’t remember. Honestly.” I’m clearly being tested 
here. 

“| still love you, you know.” 

“Bitch, please.” 

“You’re not ready, then.” 

“Huh?” 

“Nothing.” 


She’s on her laptop, splitting her attention between 
corporate news and social media. 

“What are you looking at?” My interest is piqued. 

“Nothing you’d care about.” She grins and her glasses 
slide down her nose. 

| smile. | slide my fingers against one another until the 

skin hurts. | ask Beth for a cigarette but forgot she quit again 
this morning. For an instant | think | notice the walls moving. | 
blink, shake my head, and look out the window. The sun is out. 
A tree blocking its rays sways from the growling wind. I’m 
blinded. 


| kiss Beth goodbye and slide into my car. The emotion 
drains me. Hollow man activates. Existentialist thoughts enter 
and exit my mind. | believe the world is fundamentally evil and 
that it will find any opening it can to devour you. Just don’t get 
eaten. Beth’s the only one that has ever made me want to not 
get eaten. | told her as much in college before my immaturity 
fucked everything. She hates how flippant | become when | do 
drugs or bro out too much. Hard to break old habits. I’d do it 
for her - though | can’t tell her any of this. | shouldn’t have 
picked up the phone. This won’t end well. | turn the key and 
the gas light clicks on. Shit. The car starts and | check my 
wallet. | spent all of my money on weed and cigarettes. Can’t 
afford gas for another week. | pull out and head south towards 
a friend’s house. The intersections and streetlights give way to 
the long road out of town, devoid of any signs of life aside from 
run-down oil rigs and decrepit shanties. Clouds move in and | 
feel my mood dip. | furtively check my phone for a message 
from Beth. Nothing. | light a cigarette and roll the window 
down. | catch myself before | begin criticizing her. I’m the 
problem. Not her. | finish the cigarette. 


| slow down and pull off onto the road’s shoulder. Hands 
shaking, | grab for the vape pen and take a long inhale, but | 
feel nothing. Maybe that was the goal. | fumble for my 
cigarettes but forgot how much of a fiend Beth is. Give her one 


cigarette and you might as well throw the pack at her and buy 
a new one. | find a half-empty disposable e-cig in my glove 
compartment. | inhale and it tastes like a horseshoe that went 
wide and landed in a moon pie. Needing relief, | check my 
phone for the nearest liquor store but something stops me. My 
head darts to the left and | hear a faint noise, almost like a dial 
tone. There’s a voice - faint, but familiar. Unfortunately it’s 
coming from my head. My hands begin shaking violently and a 
migraine forces its way into my cerebrum. | put the e-cig to my 
mouth and accidentally bite on it. My body contorts in fear, 
anger, and pain. One rib slides beneath another and | can 
barely make a noise. Stars explode in my vision and blackness 
overtakes me. Still conscious and barely able to breathe, | 
open the driver's side door with a clenched hand and force my 
body onto the road. The gravel scrapes my palms. My brain is 
being torn in half. It begins to rain and, unable to support 
myself any longer, | collapse. | try breathing, but can’t summon 
enough strength for even the sharpest of inhales - | fall 
unconscious. My head hits rock. 


Everything is gray. Sky and road are one all-embracing 
blob. | force my hands below me and propel my body upwards, 
screaming in pain and rage. A cacophony of thunder. No 
sense of direction. On my knees, | meekly scramble through 
my pockets and find nothing. | sit up, cross-legged, attempting 
a meditative pose to regain my composure. A few minutes 
later, maybe much longer, my vision corrects itself and | see 
nothing but the expanse of road in either direction. My car is 
gone, my pockets emptied, and my watch is smashed. The 
time? 1:01. Various vulgarities leave my mouth when a sharp 
pain - a burning, stinging sensation - pierces my lower back. | 
shudder and keel over. More pain. | notice splotches of red 
exploding in my periphery and | force my eyes closed and lay 
down flat on my chest. The smell of hot paint fills my nostrils 
and | hear hollering from maybe half a football field behind me. 
Adrenaline surges and with renewed spirit | grunt like a 
caveman and force myself to my feet. | turn around. A fat, 
balding man wearing a gas mask, wifebeater, and torn 


bluejeans trudges towards me, howling what | believe to be 
are obscenities. He keeps firing and | do my best to throw him 
off target with what little energy | have. He closes to within 
twenty to thirty feet and the moment | hear several clicks from 
his weapon | rush forward like some bumbling beast and force 
my head into his chestplate. In blind rage | fall on top of him 
and begin biting his sagging facial skin while holding his gun to 
the ground. He yelps in fear and | become some type of 
demon. | force the paintball gun from his grasp and begin 
beating his head in a vicious stupor. Dark red meets a white 
canvas on my clothing. | can’t stop. When his face is nothing 
but pulp | fall backwards onto his lifeless legs and begin 
crying. | scream and the tears cease while my heaving breaths 
become more labored. | look around and, still alone, throw his 
gun at his corpse, wipe my hands on his wispy hair, and walk 
off with a sneer. I’m given a chance to think and | rush back to 
the body and search its pockets. | find an old flip phone and 
dial what | hope is still Beth’s number. She doesn’t answer. | 
have no choice but to call the police. | hesitate, leave the line 
open, drop the phone and, with pained eyes and dilated pupils, 
exhale. At some point the moon rose overhead and | have 
difficulty making my way back to the road. | manage to find 
my way and begin the long walk. 


Five days later | find myself in the bathtub, Comrade 
Vodka at the ready, staring at the serrated kitchen knife | used 
to scrape excess caulk out of the corner of the room. My new 
phone lacks numbers. | chose to drop my Shmoogle accounts 
and go as low-profile as possible to ease my paranoia. It 
doesn’t seem to work. Beth has come by every day since the 
incident and knocked on the door. | haven't answered once. 
She must be worried sick, but | can’t deal with a woman’s 
anxiety right now. | sit up in the tub, chug the rest of the bottle 
and, out of anger, smash it on the floor. | stare at the shards of 
glass as they scatter across the linoleum and curse myself 
before fixating on one in particular. The glass melts and 
absorbs its fellow shards into itself, pooling on the floor. | 


shake my head. The puddle inches towards the tub, sliding 
over its porcelain side and merging with the water. | feel my 
legs being surrounded and constricted, the melted glass 
easing its way up my groin and onto my torso. | try to shake 
myself free but it’s impossible. As my mouth is covered and | 
struggle to breathe, | accept my fate and close my eyes. 


I’m startled awake. The banging on the door is 
incessant. | get up and out of the tub, stepping on the 
fragments but too drunk to feel them or care about my feet. | 
see through my living room window a squad car parked in front 
of my house. Robe and slippers donned, | open the front door. 
It’s freezing outside. 

“Good evening, is this the Young residence?” the short, 
fat cop asks,. 

| nod. 

“We received a call requesting a wellness check from a 
friend of yours. She says she hasn’t seen or heard from you in 
days.” 

The shorter, fatter cop gives a wry smile, “We just want 
to make sure you're not hurt or planning on hurting yourself-” 

“Or others?” | unleash a coward’s chuckle. 

“Yes, sir. Do you mind if we come inside?” 

From behind the two officers creeps the puddle of 
glass. | blink several times. It moves towards them both. 

“Doing okay, sir?” It encircles their feet. 

“Huh? I’m fine. What did you ask? | was sleeping so I’m 
a bit spaced out.” 

“| asked if you mind if we came inside.” The goo creeps 
up their legs, rendering them almost invisible. Somehow | can 
see through them. 

“Yes, | do. I'll give my friend a call. Thank you for your 
concern!” | nod with a cheesy smile and shut the door. Long 
exhale. My phone rings and my head snaps in its direction, 
making me dizzy. | answer. 

It’s my dealer. “Yo, N.” 
“Fucking finally dude where the hell have you been.” 
“Dude you called like three hours ago.” 


More knocks. 

“I need percs or vics, whichever you got. | prefer percs .” 

“| got both.” 

“I'll take both. Same spot?” 

“Same spot.” 

Dopamine rush. | stumble through the dark to my couch. 
Almost all of my clothes are black at this point, as well as my 
phone, and everything seems to blend in with the couch’s dark 
leather. | manage to get out the front door, down the steps, 
and to the front door of a red sedan | rented from Apprise 
Rent-A-Car. 

“Hey!” 

| look down and sigh. “Hey, Beth, sorry I’ve been busy. | 
had to get a new pho-” 

“Shut the fuck up and give me your keys.” 

Knowing where this is headed, | rip open the driver’s side 
door, get in, lock the doors and pull away before she can get 
too close. | hope she doesn’t have our old dealer's number 
anymore. 


Thirty minutes pass. | send him a text. No response. 

Then an hour. | call . No response. My dealer, who goes by 
Morgue, is nowhere to be seen. Part of me is thankful | won't 
have to deal with him. The other part is furious that this junky 
dealer with a notoriously small penis could be anywhere right 
now, and is probably face down in his own piss and shit in 
some alley somewhere. Morgue, leader of some “enlightened” 
movement of non-binary androgynous neonazis, doesn’t like 
people knowing about this alternative stream of income. | get 
serious Manson vibes from the guy. | heard he’s funded by a 
couple of millionaire donors or that he’s an F.B.I. informant. | 
personally know that he’s both. Conspiracy theorists could 
have a field day with him and his connections. |, however, just 
want drugs - and | will bury him in a manure pond if he doesn’t 
get me some pain relief. 

| scan the parking lot for probably the tenth time. | step 
out of the sedan, lock it, and glance into and around the Soul 


Foods entrance. The sun set fifteen minutes ago. Walking 
around the side of the grocery store, | spot a homeless woman 
sprawled out in front of a green dumpster, face down. She’s 
wearing a long skirt, a puff jacket, combat boots - all black. 

“Hey. You alright, lady?” 

Nothing. No movement. | tap her torso with the outside 
of my foot. | pull her hood off and lift her head by her hair. | 
shudder. Ropes of coagulated blood connect the face with the 
asphalt. | fall backwards coughing. It’s him. The facepaint and 
feminine, platinum blonde hair stick together in gross clumps. 
His facial piercings lay strewn about the street 

“Jesus fu-. Fucking Christ.” 

| search his pockets, finding a few baggies with 
assorted pills and capsules. | also find fresh syringes anda 
black ball of tar wrapped in a paper towel. Heroin. | pull the 
ball off of the napkin and notice a phone number scrawled 
hastily underneath it. | place the heroin into his jacket pocket 
and calmly walk back to my car with the pills and number. 
Deciding it was for the best, | enter Soul Foods and ask for 
the manager. After letting her know about a homeless man 
outside who needs help, | rush back to my car and get out of 
dodge. 


My mind is in tatters. | sit staring at the napkin in my 
hand, doped out on opioids. Things weren’t supposed to be 
like this. Maybe they were. What was | expecting? Philosophy 
degree? I’m no school teacher, and no one wants to hear 
Seneca quotes while sweating over a hot stove at 
WacArnolds. | used to give a shit. Now I’m an ineffectual 
depressive who can’t look in the mirror sober. What happened 
to my sacred cause? My life is a rotating selection of creature 
comforts and bourgeois habits and attitudes. Sapere aude, my 
ass. 

I’m losing it. | get up from the kitchen table, fall onto the 
couch and flip on the television. Casually flipping through the 
news, sports, cartoons, and reality shows seems to go on 
forever until the remote control stops working. | sigh and open 


the drawer next to me for some batteries. | notice the screen 
flickering, look up, and see the television surfing channels on 
its own. | blink, shake my head, and replace the batteries. The 
power button won’t work. Neither will any other button. An ear- 
shattering tone projects from the speakers. A man’s reptilian 
eyes pierce my being. 

“Hell hath no limits nor is circumscribed in one place. For 
where we are is hell, and where hell is must we ever be.” 

| scramble for my cigarettes, grab the pack off the 
counter, light one, and head outside. The smell of burning 
wood assaults me. 

“Nick, where the fuck were you?” 

| recognize the voice, gasp and shake my head. | act like 
| don’t hear anything. 

“| waited at Soul Foods for over an hour and you never 
showed up. That’s fucked up, man.” 

| reach into my pocket for the napkin and can’t find it. The 
pills aren’t there either. | swallow what feels like a rock and 
slowly turn around. It’s Morgue, his face a deformed mess of 
blood and barely attached flesh. Red, pink, and brown chunks 
slough off of bone. | keel over, vomit on the porch, and 
collapse into my own mess. 


My eyes open. Blue. Everywhere blue . Black circles, 
then spheres soar and fall around me, bouncing on a non- 
existent floor. White holes open up and swallow them. One 
sphere is unable to fit into its hole. The white contracts, 
severing the ball in half. Lying open like a cracked egg, it spills 
forth a luminescent ooze which morphs into a rose. Then a 
tree. Then a bug. The bug spins itself into a cocoon and a cat 
bursts forth. The cat bounds toward me, elongating and 
widening into the shape of a lion. The lion stands on its two 
feet, bows and a rooster’s head brutally pops up from 
underneath the lion’s chin, leaving a bloody mist. | look down 
and see that snakes have replaced its legs. The beast has 
transformed into a silhouette of a human being. It creeps 
toward me, golden hair growing from its scalp. Its eyes glow 


white light. The beast becomes a woman. She laughs, 
screams, and explodes. Fragments scatter. Where one 
fragment lands, a circle is drawn around it. The fragment 
becomes a dot. The circle and dot flash white, growing red hot. 
My body twists and stretches into the hole and | start to 
scream. I’m swallowed completely. 


“Sir? Sir? We’re gonna need an ambulance. Yes, he’s 
breathing. No sign of foul play. See you in five.” 

It's gotten cold outside. It’s snowing now. My body 
doesn’t seem to care. The cop notices I’ve awoken and signals 
for me to stop. 

“Slow down, sir. Do you think you’re capable of 
standing?” 

| nod. 

“Are you Nicholas Young?” 

| nod again. 

“Sir, do you mind coming down to the station and 
answering a few questions?” 

“Wha-.” | cough hard. "What is this about?” 

“Can't tell you right now. Either | can bring you in the 
squad car or you can follow me to the station.” 

“Ill, uh, grab my keys. Just a minute or two.” 

He grabs the speaker near his shoulder and barks, 
“Dispatch, cancel that ambulance.” 

| weigh my options and decide to just go along with what 
is happening. Snowflakes land and melt on my skin. Too early 
for snow. | grab my wallet and phone from the counter. The 
keys are nowhere to be found. Checking my pockets, | find a 
set, but they’re not for the sedan. | check my phone. A click of 
a button and I’m greeted by the date: Thursday, December 
13th. Fight or flight. This isn’t happening. It was early Autumn. 
How did | lose two and a half months? How long was | out 
there? | remember the blue vision and pinching sensation on 
my neck. My hand feels nothing but hair and skin as | run it 
from the tip of my spine to the top of my head. There’s no 
choice but to go with it. | head out the front door, unlock the 


cream-colored SUV in my driveway and hop in. It smells brand 
new. | holler out the window, letting the cop know I’m right 
behind him. 


“Right this way, sir,” the cop sounds like a robot 
needing a recharge. 

He leads me through the lobby, down a corridor, up three 
flights of stairs, and towards a frosted glass door. The placard 
reads: Deputy Chief of Operations. Why am | here? It must be 
the Morgue thing. That or when | was assaulted. Shit, how did 
| forget about killing that man? It didn’t seem real. The officer 
opens the door and nudges me inside. | look back as the oak 
door slams. | hear the thud of a bolt. Great. 

“Evening. Chief Deputy Reynolds. We’re both busy men, 
I’m sure, so let’s get down to brass tacks. We know what you 
and your kind are doing and we don’t take kindly to it. We’ve 
lived in peace for hundreds of years, but for some of you that 
just isn’t enough, is it?” 

“Sir, | have no clue what you’re talking about. I-” 

“Shut your mouth. Now listen.” He spits into his trash can. 
Chewing tobacco. Figures. “You know what happens when 
you push too hard. We have to push back.” 

The lights flicker as he jabbers at me. | must be dreaming 
or dead. All | can do is nod in agreement. He reaches into a 
desk drawer and produces a sealed envelope. 

“Now, | want you to take this back to your leadership and 
see that this all comes to a neat and tidy conclusion. If | hear 
about any more “local disturbances” from you freaky types, 
you can bet you'll see me again.” 

Wanting nothing more than to escape this fucked up fever 
dream, | clear my throat and grab the manila envelope. The 
officer outside unlocks the door and guides me back out 
through the station. | keep up the pace, air condensing from 
shallow breaths, holding the envelope close to my chest, 
underneath my jacket. They could’ve at least offered me a ride 
home. | notice a blinking “OPEN” sign in the window of a 
coffee shop across the street and dash inside, out of the cold. 


Christmas muzak greets my ears. The smell of freshly roasted 
beans calms me down. | walk up to the register and order a 
large black coffee. A couple with their child enter followed by 
a dark-haired man in a tracksuit. | untie the knot keeping the 
envelope closed, lift open the seal and peer inside. All | can 
see is a metallic object in a plastic bag, some documents, and 
a wad of hundred dollar bills, maybe a few thousand dollars 
total. A waitress brings me my beverage and | reseal the 
package. The man in the track suit approaches my table. 

“Johnny! Ayo! Where you been, buddy? Whatcha got 
there? Mind if | sit down? Holy hell it’s been years!” 

“| think you got the wrong guy, I-” 

He sits down opposite me in the booth, plants his fist on 
the envelope, and shifts his expression from friendly to 
menacing. | have trouble swallowing. He speaks through 
almost gritted teeth, “I don’t know who the fuck you are, but if 
you don’t hand me that package discreetly | will not-so-gently 
place a molotov cocktail in your mother’s bed room.” 

| swallow hard and slide the envelope towards him. “I 
don’t want any trouble.” 

“Good. Who are you? What happened to Coop?” 

Anxiety births impatience. “Look, man | don’t know 
anything. | don’t know what’s going on.” 

“Neither do | - | can assure you,” he chuckles. 

| sigh and get up to leave when he jams his foot into my 
seat, blocking my exit, and says, “Not so fast. If this doesn’t 
work out my people are gonna need answers. In five minutes, 
we will both get up and exit together. You will get into the 
driver’s seat of your vehicle and | will sit behind you. You will 
not be a hero, you will do exactly as | say, and you might get 
a little something out of this. We clear ?” 

| pinch and scratch my arm. | need to wake up. Instead, | 
nod and try to relax. The air seems heavier. My vision begins 
to blur. 

“Okay, then. You got the check.” 


We take an exit ramp I’ve never seen before and drive 


for hours until the roads become gravel, then dirt. Winding our 
way up the side of a large hill, a white shanty comes into view. 
Attached to its roof is a satellite dish and P.A. speaker. On the 
same property, enclosed by a chain link fence covered in 
barbed wire sits a shiny, modern-looking storage shed, its 
shutters painted red. He directs me to park out front and leave 
the car running. We both get out and he grabs the plastic bag 
containing what apparently is a key. He slides the key into a 
large silver padlock, unlocks it, and slides open the door, 
revealing large cardboard boxes stacked on top of wooden 
pallets, wrapped in plastic. 

| start backing away towards the SUV when | hear a click 

and plastic being torn. My curiosity won't let me escape and | 
can’t help but peer into the dark. The guy snorts, coughs, then 
starts chuckling like a mad man. 

“Ayo! Get in here, man, we got work to do!” 

I’m stammering like a fool. “Look, dude, I’m not 
supposed to be here.” 

“I'll give you a thousand dollars. Plus ? | won’t stab you.” 

| sigh and ask, “What is this shit anyway?” 

“You don’t gotta play dumb anymore. It’s TP#054. Spice . 
Like ayahuasca mixed with PCP. Highly experimental.” 

“Why the hell would anyone want that?” 

“Jesus, you really don’t know shit, do you? We live right 
outside of the greatest city on earth and you act like some 
stupid farm boy born yesterday. Anybody who’s somebody 
uses this shit on the reg. Makes life a lot more interesting - 
let’s just say that.” 

“Fuck it.” | snort the line off of his knife. Immediately my 
brain feels bisected. Objects are unified and individuated at 
once. Words and geometric shapes cloud my right eye, while 
colors and moods swarm in my left. | feel hollow, but able to fill 
myself. 

“Woah, woah, what- what’s that? What are you doing?” 

The glass puddle is back, at first forming innocently a few 
meters away, but slowly gaining in diameter as it flows toward 
my strange companion. | remain silent, unable to shift my gaze 
- as if | were directing it. Adrenaline kicks in and | start to relish 


the idea of seeing this man consumed and attempt to speed 
up the process, focusing my will and intention. He starts to 
back away but isn’t fast enough. His feet are pasted to the 
ground and almost invisible as his body is consumed by the 
glass. He freezes in place, translucent. | kick him and hear a 
scream escape as he crumbles to dust. | inhale sharply, now 
aware of what I’ve done, and fumble for my keys. Making no 
attempt to grab the envelope or anything from the shed, | run 
to my car, hop inside, and take off back the way we came. | 
drive furiously down muddy roads and notice two motorbikes 
roaring behind me, splitting up to get on either side of my car. 
hear shots and my tires pop. | hit the breaks and the SUV 
skids, rotates ninety degrees to the left, rolls several times 
and finally lands in a ravine down the hill. 


“He ain't got it!” 

“You think they’d lie to us?” 

“| don’t fucking know, but he ain’t got it!” 

“Check again, retard.” 

“Fuck you!” 

Five shots ring out followed by a deafening silence. | 
struggle to open my eyes and try to crane my neck upwards. 
The pain is too much and | slouch again. Footsteps break the 
quiet and grow louder as they continue. | struggle to exit my 
seat, but rationality kicks in and | freeze. 1! go limp. A beam of 
light crosses the windshield. | do my best not to breathe. The 
biker’s hands frisk me briefly before | hear the man sigh and 
begin to walk away. | hear a click followed by a beep. 

“Yeah it ain’t here... | don’t know, | mean we did what you 
said and he don’t got it, so... No we haven’t been there yet... 
We saw the car! Fine... I’m headed there now... Whatever, 
man.” 

| hear another sigh and a click followed by more 
footsteps and the revving of an engine. After a few minutes of 
silence | pull myself up and out the window, keeping my legs 
as still as possible, and collapse onto the dusty ground. | need 
to get out of here A.S.A.P. He may be back to clean up soon. | 


do a quick scan and see the murdered assailant. | take the 
nine millimeter pistol out of his holster, hit the safety, and place 
it carefully in my inner jacket pocket. His billfold has no 
identification, but there is a gold credit card. No name, and | 
don’t recognize the issuer.. His flip phone has power and a 
signal. | secure his things in my jacket and head over to his 
bike. I’ve only seen these driven on television. | can manage. 
Preteens play with dirt bikes. With my injuries, fatigue, and 
probable concussion | find it difficult to lift the bike, but 
eventually succeed. Intimidated, | pull out my smartphone and 
search how to start a dirt bike. A lot simpler than it looks, 
apparently. | hit the start button, turn the fuel line, lift the choke 
valve, and hit the kickstarter. It takes a few tries, but roars to 
life. | start and stop a few times before taking off into the 
darkness towards the main road. 


The air whips against my face and my teeth chatter. 
This was a bad idea. That piece of shit probably heard 
everything and is on his way back to clean up his mess. The 
only thing | can think of is calling Beth, but I’m sure she never 
wants to see me again. A Starflux coffee shop grows froma 
distant blip into a large silhouette and | pull into its parking lot. 
Shit. | have a gun. All | can do is play it cool. | step inside to a 
carefully crafted corporate atmosphere. It welcomes me with 
open arms as long as | have the money to afford their gentle 
touch. The barista at the register sputters out a hello and asks 
for my order. | order the usual and reach for my wallet, which 
is gone. | panic, laugh nervously and reach for my attacker’s 
billfold - doing my best to hide his pistol. The only payment he 
has is the mystery card and social anxiety prohibits me from a 
smooth exit. She takes the card, runs it successfully, and | 
take my black coffee to a table, cursing myself for my idiocy. | 
decide to text Beth, but thumbing through my contacts doesn’t 
reveal her name. Doesn't surprise me at this point. | probably 
deleted her. 

| get up to leave, throw away my cup and a ghastly 
stench assaults me. Then it all slows down. Flash of light, 
screams, gunshots, shattered glass. | ready a dive towards the 


restroom hallway but am grabbed on the shoulder and forced 
to duck. | whip my head around to see a woman with red hair 
in a domino mask yelling something. | can’t hear anything. A 
bright white circle with a pulsating blue lining grows behind her 
and she kicks my leg out from under me. | fall and she drags 
me into the light.. 


Light. It stings. | can’t move - wrists and ankles 
strapped to the chair. Can't think either. Everything feels off. | 
notice in the distance a computer monitor giving off blue light, 
revealing a man’s face. Behind him stands a feminine 
silhouette. Every few seconds he types something, then rubs 
his chin. She notices I’m watching and slowly walks over, 
heels clicking and echoing off walls that | can’t see. How big is 
this fucking place? 

“What’s your name?” 

“Wha-?” 

“Your name. What. Is. It?” 

“Who wants to know?” 

She backhands me across the face and shakes her head, 
“Don’t fuck with my time. What is your name?” 

We lock eyes. 

“Nicholas.” 

“Nicholas who? 

“Nicholas.” | spit out blood. “Young.” 

“Good. I’m not your enemy. At least | don’t have to be. Do 
you know why you're here?” 

“I’d believe I’m in a coma right now. None of the past few 
days makes any fucking sense. | have so many god damn 
questions and I’ve given up on even asking them at this point.” 

She grimaces, maybe feeling pity, and walks behind me 
brandishing a switchblade. | close my eyes, prepare to either 
wake up or die, but, instead feel the rope binding my hands 
begin to slack. The woman opens a vial and places it under 
my nose. The light fades to black. 


“Zero four eight one one.” 

| blink away dry crust and shake my head. Earbuds fall to 
my lap. My top is different. So are my pants. 

“Zero four eight one one.” 

A Mexican woman and her fat son lumber over to a beige 
counter with a bemused black woman standing behind it. She 
leans forward and speaks with the two sad nobodies. They’re 
inaudible. | throw the earbuds into the sweatshirt | woke up in 
and start towards a nearby exit. Sun rays pour through the 
sliding glass doors. 

It smells like summer outside. A kid tosses a tennis ball 
and a dog races for it. Cars pass by at around twenty miles per 
hour. An ice cream truck plays its melody and parks nearby. 
Picturesque. Where am |? My pocket vibrates. A flip phone. | 
raise it to my head before realizing it’s a text message. A pale, 
dark-haired woman in a green bandana stares into the lens. 
Below her are a string of expletives. | can’t tell if she’s 
interested or angry. | pocket the phone. 

Accompanying the phone are a wallet and lanyard. 
Attached to the lanyard are two keys. The wallet has a couple 
twenties and some singles, a condom, and no identification.. 

| head into a nearby store to buy some cigs. 

“Dante!” A girl probably around my age, with the side of 
her head shaven - the rest hanging loose around her 
shoulders - beckons me over. Her hair is deep black and her 
skin is tanned. She slides a pair of sunglasses on. “Hello?” 

The clerk rings up my menthols. | grab them and coast 
back the way | came. Forgot a lighter. | turn around. 

“Dante!” She’s standing near an ashtray, smoking, 
holding out a lighter. 

“| need one for the road anyway.” The pitch of my voice 
annoys me. 

“Keep it.” 

“Thanks.” | light my cig and pocket the lighter. 

“The road?’ Aren’t you a student? Where are you even 
going?” 

Why does she seem familiar? How did | end up here? | 
try to locate the building | woke up in. Did | wake up? 


“Be an ass. Later!” she yaps. 

“Hold up a second. Do we know each other? Is Dante 
my name?” 

“How fucked up have you been? Call me if an 
interesting demon possesses your body.” 

She glides down the hill and turns left. Gone. 


A full moon hangs in the sky. Clouds race faster and 
faster below it. I’m on my last menthol cigarette. It’s been 
miles. | haven’t seen headlights in at least an hour. | think this 
is a rich person’s neighborhood. The driveways are long as 
shit. | can barely see any houses. What did | have for 
breakfast? Who is president? Tires screech. 

“EAT SHIT!” A woman screams from around a nearby 
intersection. 

She comes into view with flair. Bags hang from her bike 
handles, daring the frigid gusts to eject them. | think she 
notices me. 

“Dante!” 

Relief massages my battered soul. Followed by paranoia. 
She holds out a lit cigarette, filter chomped. | can’t resist and 
inhale. The adrenaline straightens my back. 

“What’s wrong, dude?” Her concern is genuine.. 

“Where am I? How are you-?” | feel a panic attack coming 
on. 

“Breathe. Inhale. Take a drag, dude!” 

“This doesn't taste like tobacco.” 

“| think there’s some tobacco in it.” 

I’m invigorated. Moving seems trivial. Everything makes 
sense. 

“Where you goin’?” She takes the cig back. 

“I’m trying to get back. | think I’m being interrogated.” | 
sound delirious, but | know I’m right. | don’t remember how or 
why, though. 

“Okay...” 

“Why the hell are you here all of a sudden? What is this 
supposed to be? How’d | get here?” 


Her eyes widen and she scoffs, “Later, dude.” 
She pedals off. 


All differentiating features melt away. There is only road 
. Crickets and frogs. The humid air feels like a coat. Dawn. | 
hear running water. Humming. My legs disobey me and move 
me towards the noise. | crest a dew-soaked hill and see her a 
third time. Before | can gather my wits | notice she’s now right 
next to me. How long have | been sitting next to her? She’s not 
wearing sunglasses now. Brown eyes, | think. Minutes pass. 
She hums and washes her legs and thighs. | get up to leave, 
anxiety unbearable. | was supposed to be somewhere. A baby 
cries. | turn and she greets me in a wedding gown, newborn 
infant in her arms, staining the dress. My legs get heavier. She 
walks up and raises the baby to my chest. When | touch her 
hand the scene melts. Hair, skin, and then bone crumble to 
dust. Grass, trees, and bushes ignite and collapse into ash. 
Everything dissolves and is forgotten. 


“Seems like he took the deal.” A familiar feminine voice 
echoes from a dark room. Blue light fills the door frame. 
Must be an office. 

“Would he even remember if he did?” Someone else. 

“| bet he got the shit end of the stick. Must have been 
anger there. Think he'll fill us in?” The woman sounds excited 
now. 

“Am | dreaming?” | eek out of my throat. 

| struggle to sit up. They must have moved me. The 
redhead rushes over and clicks on a table lamp. She hands 
me an electrolyte drink and breakfast bar. The thought of 
eating anything is sickening. Why does everything feel plastic? 

“We don’t have much time to talk. You slept for almost 
nine hours. We can remain in one place for maybe twelve 
before drawing their attention.” 

“Can | ask who ‘they’ are?” 

“Dream moderators. They don’t like having their plans 
messed with.” 


I’m utterly confused, but am too tired to question her. 

“Getting a lot of static. I’m gonna start packing. Get him 
back in one piece,” the other voice barks from the now lit 
office. He slams the door. 

Her expression turns severe. “Look, if you had a choice 
between your life as it was and your life from the past few 
days, which would you pick?” 

| stare, glassy-eyed. 

She grimaces. “Do you want to be an extra in your own 
movie?” 

“I'd rather cut to credits...” | glance at my bruised feet. 

“Then I’m going back with you.” 

“Going back?’ Wait, what the fuck?” 

She lowers her glasses and glares at an open area of the 
floor. A thin line of light appears and widens. Unsatisfied, she 
retrieves a vial from her jacket, uncorks it, and inhales. She 
focuses again, and the light grows twice as fast. | shake my 
head and blink. | can’t open my mouth. | don’t know what I’d 
say if | could. She walks over with a meditative expression, 
grabs my arm with inhuman strength and throws me into the 
fluorescent spindle. 


Something hits my arm and my head jerks up. A stale 
cigarette rolls under my bare thigh. I’m sitting on a mattress in 
a motel room. Beth sleeps under my arm. | cough as | try to 
inhale. She’s shaken awake, coughs, and looks nauseous. Her 
eyes dilate and she vomits into a trash can. 

“Beth?” That's all | can manage. 

She coughs and sips a nearby can of mineral water, then 
tells me, “I need to write everything down. Before | forget. 
They’ve made it even harder than it used to be.” 

She grabs a pen and pad from the end table and 
stumbles to the desk. After scribbling for thirty seconds, she 
rips the page from the pad, folds it, and places it in her bra. 

“It’s me. We were in a lab a few minutes ago. We’re going 
to forget. Faster than | thought. You’re far more tightly 
integrated into the collective than | had anticipated. Everything 


should work out regardless. I'll fill you in when | can.” 

| should just kill myself. Would | even die? 

“Fill me in now for fuck’s sake. What has been happening 
to me? Am | dead? Am | schizophrenic?” 

“One thing. It’s just a dream. Don’t forget. Lucidity! More 
lucidity! Don’t forget!” 

Seconds or hours pass. Her phone rings. We snap out of 
our mutual trance and she picks it up. 

“Beth. Yeah. Cool. Fuck off, please. Thanks! Bye,” she 
sets the phone face down and stares out the window, “1 
already hate this bitch. Can’t wait to wake up.” 

Things start settling down. Making more sense. There’s 
an emptiness where meaning was, but the surprising comfort 
of suicidal normalcy numbs the pain for now. 


“What should we do today? Would you mind grabbing 
coffee while | get ready?” She enters the bathroom and shuts 
the door. 

| wince at the suggestion. If | had a conscience it would 
be screaming no - but why? | remember the paper she 
stashed in her bra. 

“Hey, do you still have the paper you scribbled on 
earlier?” 

A lawnmower engine roars outside. She responds with 
unintelligible noise. 

“The paper! | think we need to look at it before planning 
anything!” | yell as | approach the bathroom door. 

Two loud thuds and a crash. The mower shuts off. She 
doesn’t respond. | force the door open and find her holding her 
bleeding thigh, staring at a pair of scissors. Mirrored glass 
shards are scattered across the linoleum. 

“It changed. It just changed. This isn’t an unconscious 
response anymore. Someone's fucking with us. We need to 
go.” 

| grab a fresh towel off the wall and wrap her thigh tight, 
guide her out of the bathroom, and shut the door. 


| toss her the car keys and tell her forcefully, “Get in the 
passenger seat and lock the door. Keep your leg wrapped. I'll 
be down in a second.” 

| stare at the door and take a deep breath. Something 
won't let me leave yet. 

“Nick. This isn’t a game. You need to come with me.” 

Depressive Nick becomes suicidal Nick. | ignore her. The 
door resists, but with all of my weight | get it open. | manage to 
catch a glimpse of the bathroom almost reconfiguring itself. 
Light and dark triangles come together - gain dimension, color, 
and mass - and recreate the bathroom. What was one moment 
ago a writhing scene of formless matter struggling to maintain 
itself became the bathroom I’m standing in. The glass and 
blood are gone. New towels hang from the walls. | can’t think 
straight. My mind is a whirlwind. | stumble past her and get 
down the stairs. The sun is blinding, but clouds are moving in. 
The past few hours have been prolonged déja vu . | get into 
my car and start the engine. Beth slides in next to me and 
slams the door. The towel gets stuck. | say nothing and pull 
out of the motel parking lot. I’m remembering everything. 

| tell the new Beth, “I’m trapped in a nightmare.” 

“We are. I'm still here. And | still Know I’m not Beth, at 
least.” 

“Everything was a lie. My life, my relationships, my job, 
my friends.” Maybe the mental illness was a lie as well. 

Her eyes widen and determination sweeps across her 
face. “What we are up against isn’t human and it doesn’t play 
fair. It will use your own body against you if you let it. Let’s get 
somewhere safe and I'll explain it all as best | can. 
Somewhere loud. Lots of people.” 


The Crafty Swaggart is a hipster’s paradise in what 
passes for the downtown area. Smoking indoors is still legal 
here, and the artsy types take advantage. As do |, when | feel 
like wasting money on getting wasted in public. 

A crowd is here. Some local is displaying her childhood 
trauma on canvas. A college dude is playing Dave Matthews 


ripoffs on stage in back . You can feel the smoke breeze past 
your skin. 

“Over there. Secluded enough?” she asks, worried. 

I’m nervous and - thanks to sobriety - | start shrinking 
psychologically. “That'll work.” 

She guides me by the waist into a booth and sits across 
from me. 

| can’t restrain myself and ask her, “So you're still not 
Beth are you? Did | even get your name?” 

Her face is granite. “Asphalt.” 

“Can | be Blacktop?” 

She is unamused. A few minutes of smoking, paranoia, 
and awkward eye contact follow. A waiter finally gets our 
orders. 

“So where did Beth end up after you took her body?” 

“There is no Beth. | didn’t take her body. | took her 
place. She wasn’t real and remains unreal even with me here. 
Are you still that green? A gifted burnout is still a burnout, | 
guess.” 

She sips from a coffee that | don’t recall her ordering. She 
darts her eyes from person to person, scanning each up and 
down, unblinking. | struggle to maintain a stoic facade. She 
seems to calm down. Her coffee is gone. A lit cigarette 
replaced it at some point. 

“| think we’re safe. | don’t know if you studied Jung in 
your thirty years as a useless stoner, but the Beth you knew 
was just you.” 

| blink. “I’ve heard this shit before at my ex’s sorority.” 

“Eat shit. ‘She’ was just a feminine portion of you. 
Nothing more than a drone made from the same material 
you’re made of.” 

“So how is she less real than me?” 

“She’s just as real.’ She just didn’t have a unique 
consciousness. She could evaporate and you'd still exist. The 
same isn’t true in reverse.” 

“Isn't this all supposed to be pure psychology? At what 
point did Jung say his theories had physical reality?” 

“Ever read about the scarab? Synchronicity?” 


“Fine, but my point still stands with regard to Beth.” 

Art purveyors begin eyeing us. The music gets quieter. 

She furrows her brow. “Believe me or not. There’s no 
time for debate. Your own, personal unconscious is a dream 
world you inhabit until you die. Most people, animals, and even 
plants you interact with on a daily basis are a part of this. They 
are governed by its rules. Your personal dream is in constant, 
permanent interaction with others and their dreams - like my 
partner and myself. We all interact and evolve through the 
collective unconscious.” She takes a drag. “And through there 
we pulled you out of your own personal hell.” 

| blink again. “ Out of hell? How do you-” 

She interrupts me and says, “Something was wrong. It 
was getting unfair. Someone saw your gifts more valuable 
than your flaws. They paid my partner and I.” 

| feel dizzy. People and their eyes. Everywhere. Their 
glances become stares. 

“You've been traveling deeper and deeper into yourself. 
You almost reached the collective bedrock. You probably 
would have disintegrated,” she explains. 

“Disintegrated into what? What is anything even made 
of? | saw black and white become a bathroom, dude.” | can’t 
believe | called her dude. 

“That comes later. | have books for you. For now, just 
think of Heraclitus and fire. Everything is just energy in 
constant flux.” 

The paranoia worsens. 

“Anyway, | possessed the drone you see before you 
and now inhabit your personal unconscious along with you. If | 
express my own consciousness too powerfully, I'll be detected 
and forcefully ejected - probably erased from the mind of god 
itself.” 

“Where’s your unconscious?” 

“It's certainly present, and over time it will attempt to 
merge with yours. Another Woodstock or World War could 
happen.” 

“Wasn't that all just occult psychology? | can’t believe 
this.” 


“Can you believe anything else from your recent history?” 
“This is a nightmare. I’m out, man. Sorry.” 
| stand up and a plate falls and shatters at my feet. The 
music stops. The crowd stares at me, then at Beth. She hides 
her face, gets up, and starts towards the exit. Several from the 
crowd begin to follow her. One grabs her arm. She elbows his 
face and punches his crotch. | wonder if I'll feel that in the 
morning. | wave my arms and yell, drawing their attention, and 
push through a couple leading the group. | make it through the 
foyer and another throng of bodies to the front doors. Beth is 
nowhere to be found. It’s dark out. The air is biting - smells like 
trash and B.O. The crowd trudges past the threshold. | start 
jogging. They don’t pick up the pace. | think I’m having a 
panic attack. | sit down in a nearby EstatePharma parking lot. 
People? No people. Cigarettes? No cigarettes. | stare at my 
hands. They don’t feel like mine. Phone vibrates. Beth. 
Wondering where | went after going for coffee. My brain feels 
like it’s being sawn in half. 
“Dante!” 

No. 

“ Dante !” 

It can’t be. 

“ DANTE !” 

Fuck this. | want out. | want a cigarette. | miss coffee and 
hating life. | didn’t realize how little time I’ve had to hate my life 
recently. Maybe | am the asshole. The Dante woman hits the 
brakes and skids to a stop a few feet from me. 

| look at her, dejected. “Of course you show up. I’m not 
interested unless you have a bullet for my head.” 

She produces a neon pink case from her messenger bag. 
“Need a smoke?” 

“No. I’m fine. Thanks.” 

She shrugs and sighs and sits on the curb next to me. | 
can’t help but stare at her hand. She shrugs and sighs again 
and hands me the cigarette, then lights another for herself. 

| can’t play tough anymore. “So are you me or 
something? Isn’t that how this is supposed to work?” 

“Probably.” 


“Cool.” 

“Need a lift?” 

“Yeah. Do you have a sidecar?” 

“Funny, you.” She lowers her sunglasses and stares at a 
nearby Shaunda Privick. A collective thud erupts from its 
doors. The windows roll down. The ignition turns and the 
engine comes to life. “Can you drive? I’m running on fumes 
after that demo.” 

“| don’t trust myself with a butter knife right now.” 

“Just drive, drama queen.” 

“What about your bike?” 

“What bike?” 

Nothing there. So be it. We get in. She lets her black 
hair down.. She removes the shades. Brown eyes. Either | 
know her or she’s a part of me or whatever Beth said earlier. 
It’s just a psychotic break. I'll be fine in a few months. Or I'll be 
trapped here forever. 

“Mind moving the vehicle?” She shakes her head and 
looks out the window. 

| snap out of it and we get moving. White 
neighborhoods become chain restaurants. Chain restaurants 
become industrial areas. Industrial areas become poor homes. 
Poor homes become open highways. 


It’s almost noon. We’re getting gas. She exits the 
nearby market with two packs of Viewport menthols. | don’t 
know what is real. | don’t know if | ever knew or if my initial 
question is the problem. Maybe real doesn’t matter. 
Regardless, | need to wake up. | don’t remember who | am. 
Where did this start? 


We hit a motel outside city limits. She pays for a room. 
There’s a single bed. | question nothing. | sit and feel | can 
finally breathe. 

She finally speaks after five minutes. “I’m going out for a 
smoke. Don't leave without telling me.” 


| just nod. It’s not worth fighting the current. | don’t have 
the energy. | can’t mask the need to kick and scream and cry 
anymore. My hands and legs are shaking. 
She opens the door, stops, and looks back. “Do you 
want to come with ?” 
| nod. 


We stroll along the edge of a ditch. The pavement is 
even. You wouldn't expect this kind of upkeep in such a 
shoddy area. Maybe the Indian family that owns this place has 
government connections. Or maybe they made it with their 
fucking minds. 

My new ‘friend’ has been talking this whole time. 
“..probably connected...” 

My trance is broken. “Sorry. What?” 

“Was just talking about the spice overdoses. People are 
spiking the stuff with ketamine and meth now. Are you not 
listening?” 

“Hold on. Who are you? | recognize you. I’m dead, right? 
Where did Beth go?” 

She ashes her cig and lights another, hands it to me, 
then lights one more and bites the filter. “None of that matters, 
dude.” 

| hate that she calls me dude. | reply, “None of that 
matters ? You jacked a car with your mind.” 

“Yeah and | didn’t have to read fifty books and a 
thousand essays and short stories - though that sounds more 
entertaining than this conversation. | just do it. | wouldn’t be 
here if you couldn't, too.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“Do you really not remember?” 

“Did you pay them to get me out?” 

“It wasn’t my money, but yeah.” 

| exhale a toxic cloud and start complaining. “I don’t 
even want to learn anymore. I’m tired of everything. Nothing 
matters to me. I’m too afraid to kill myself.” 

“Same.” 


Traffic becomes sporadic, the clouds clear up, and 
nature’s cacophony fills the air around us. 

“So are you a part of me?” | have to know. 

She takes a puff, leaving lipstick on the cig, and lazily 
opens her mouth, “No. You keep showing up and | just go 
along for the ride. | have my reasons. The world doesn’t 
revolve around you - as much as your girlfriend seems to 
believe, anyway.” 

“Look, | just want out.” 

“Out and back to your shithole house? To your shithole 
group of boring friends?” 

| don’t even bother asking how she knows this shit. 
“Just kill me then.” 

“Your wish is my command.” 

We finish our smokes and walk back inside the motel 
room. She lays down on one side of the bedding. | take my 
phone off the charger. No messages or calls since Beth got in 
touch. For an instant the phone’s wallpaper looks like a dragon 
fucking itself with its tail. Then it dissolves into a tropical 
sunset. | blink a few times and join her. 


Eyes open. I’m nude on my side of the bed. She’s nude 
on her side of the bed. A primate’s pride is mixed with a 
philosopher's confusion. Did | fuck myself last night? | sit up. 
Her phone vibrates. Maybe it’s been vibrating. The image is of 
a thin blonde man. Looks familiar. He’s almost completely 
nude and dangling a sword above his head. The phone stops 
shaking and the image disappears. | get up and light a 
cigarette as | plod to the bathroom. At some point clothing 
finds my body. Navy blue shirt and black athletic pants. My 
brain is floating in dense fog. The fluorescent lights brighten 
the fog, but the fog remains. | wash my face and kind of fix my 
hair and go back to brew coffee. 


~ She awakens with a sniff as | pour my first of what’s sure 
to be many cups today. | pour her one. | want to avoid 
conversation. I’m waiting to wake up. | remember | crashed my 


car. | must have died then. What’s concerning is how 
comforting that conclusion feels. But what if I’m a ghost? What 
is the functional difference? 

She sits at the edge of the bed, sliding on a bra, then 
her tank top. She stands and pulls up her black shorts. They 
look like jorts. | hold out a mug. Her eyes brighten when she 
smells it. | feel relaxed for the first time in weeks | think. My 
phone rings. | sigh. 

Beth sounds like a robot. “Where have you been? I’m 
worried sick!” 

“What happened to you? You managed to be cool again 
for a few hours the other morning. | don’t need this shit 
anymore. Enjoy your new life with your husband. Goodbye.” | 
hang up and sit in bitter repose. | look over at my latest 
companion. 

“| don’t even know your name.” 

“Mary.” 

“Mary? Don’t you mean Beatrice or Virgil or something? 
And this feels a lot less like the Divine Comedy and a lot more 
like Memento. Did | lose the plot?” 

“Did | ask your name? | gave you one and moved on. 
Chill out, dude.” 

| drill my cigarette butt into a used glass and step outside 
to breathe. After a minute she follows and stands nearby, 
smoking. | light one and start walking. She joins. 

| tell her, “My whole life ended and I’m afraid I’m in a cell 
somewhere banging my head into a wall.” 

She frowns. “Then sit and meditate until something 
happens or go do something.” 

“What if what | do amounts to dog shit?” 

“At least you tried.” 

| can’t look at her for more than a few seconds at a time. 
Attachment is poison to me right now. | just wanted to go out 
my way and leave as little as possible behind. 

Deep sigh from Mary. “I don’t know how you feel about 
the nerds who fucked you up and abandoned you or the 
creepy cops and robbers that they screw around with. I’m with 
some people. They’re tired of the bullshit. So am I. Do you 


want in?” 

I’m dumbfounded. “Uh, no. No thank you. I’m good. | 
want no more of this. | need serious medical attention or 
something.” 

A deeper sigh from Mary. “Good riddance. At least | tried. 
So long.” 

She pulls a bike from the motel’s rack and takes off. 

| yell at her shrinking rear, “Sorry, but your Dante is 
another circle!” 
A moment passes. 
“lam an asshole.” 
That was that. 


Beth or ‘Asphalt’ - who I’m somehow hoping will become 
Beth again - won’t answer the phone. Life feels different now. 
I’m half-dissociated, half-energized. Only a few cigarettes 
remain. I’m expecting motel staff to knock at any moment. 
Checkout was almost an hour ago. | gather the few things | 
have - enough to carry in a windbreaker - and leave. ‘Our car’ 
is gone. Stolen. Or maybe she came back for it. If what I’ve 
seen and learned the past few days is true, | can just unlock 
one of these cars - or make one appear from scratch. | shake 
my head and walk a few laps around the parking lot. 


The early afternoon passes quietly. The air is crisp. 
Smells like Fall. No one has bothered me over loitering or 
some other nonsense. | light a cigarette and eye a nearby 
S.U.V. My eyes narrow and | concentrate my will - or life force, 
or whatever they’re calling it today - into the idea of the S.U.V. 
unlocking. My eyes start to hurt and | realize I’m not breathing. 
| gasp and give up. Maybe | need that drug from that batshit 
night. Pretty sure that still happened. 

| walk a few more laps. 


Night falls. More laps. Can’t stop thinking of Mary. 
Screams. Crashing. Gun shots. Sirens. A crowd forms 
along the thoroughfare. Car from last night pulls up. Her again. 
“Dante, you stupid fuck. Why are you still here? Get in.” 


A console calculating distance and fare now sits in the 
dashboard. 

“A cabby now? Did you dream this one up?” 

“You deserve the hell you found yourself in.” 

| hustle into the front passenger seat. 

“I’m sorry.” 

“Shit is hitting the fan. You’re not the only unique soul 
here, you know? Your actions have consequences for real 
people.” 

“The fuck did | do?” 

“Does it matter? I’m here, aren’t |?” 

“Yeah. Why?” 

She pulls out of the parking lot and heads in the opposite 
direction of the wreckage. Police blaze by. She doesn’t bother 
to pull over. 

“I’m taking you to a safehouse. You can decide what to 
do from there. | have an extra bus pass somewhere | think... 
Can spare a few bucks, too...” 

White Catholic liberal guilt overrides my atheist 
indignation, “I didn’t mean to reject your offer. | can’t think right 
now. | need sleep.” 

“I'd love to let you sleep, but last night is all you get for 
now. It’s too risky. Your unconscious is too powerful right now. 
Too much can change while your ego is on standby.” 

| pretend like | fully comprehend whatever she just said 
and just nod along. Keeping my head aloft is about all | can 
do. My eyelids are sandbags. One of my pockets enlarges. 
From it | retrieve an energy drink. She looks as exhausted as 
me. 

“Save half for me. If | fuck with things much more I'll 
phase out and something might replace me. | think | need 
sleep more than you.” 

“Something might replace you?” 

She focuses on the road. 


She locks the front, side, and back doors. She leaves 


out food for a cat and a dog, judging by the symbols above the 
bowls, and sets her phone to charge. From a bag stowed 
beneath the futon she pulls out a pistol, inspects it, and places 
it on the coffee table. 

“Do you want coffee?” 

“| want answers. Coffee would be nice, though. Yes.” 

“You talk too much.” 

She gets up and grabs a photo album from the bookshelf, 
hands it to me, then heads into the kitchen. Black and white 
photographs of the same body. Tattoos, wrinkles, scars, cuts. 
Crying, laughing, glaring visages. 

She returns with a mug and looks me in the eyes, then at 
the scars lining my forearms. “Il assume you didn’t earn those 
in war.” 

“What gave it away?” 

Minutes pass with barely a murmur. | suddenly remember 
what came before waking up next to Asphalt. | also can’t use 
the name Asphalt with a straight face. 

“Earlier in the car you said something might replace you. 
What’s going on here? Is that Carl Jung stuff true like Beth 
said? Who was in Beth’s body? She was with a man before 
she dragged me here. | never got a real name. Just some 
moniker. Asphalt.” 

“l assume she’s with the punks who fuck with local 
governments and police, spray painting benches, sleeping 
under bridges - that type of shit. They bleat revolutionary 
drivel, but inhale more meth than oxygen. Asphalt is a perfect 
name for one of those types.” 

“They seemed well put together.” 

“Maybe she’s with someone else. I’ve been involved with 
various groups, but that was years ago. Could be a newbie. 
Everyone wants more of the drug. Could be someone’s mother 
who was dragged in because of her child’s habit. Who cares? 
They all have their goals. | just wanted out. Like you..” She 
spits before continuing on. “Almost nobody learns how to do 
what | do. | heard you could. If you need a mound of that shit 
just to function on the daily, then we can end this right here.” 

“You ditched me earlier today after | didn’t immediately 


accept your vague offer. Why should | trust you?” 

“You trusted me enough to fuck me.” 

“That’s not saying a lot, to be honest.” | muffle a chuckle. 

She growls a bit and stomps to the back of her place. | 
feel myself getting too close. If | agree to her offer, it would 
only be to spend more time with her. | can’t pretend to give a 
shit about this dream morphing nonsense. Even if I’m capable 
of what she talks about, | still want to die. Maybe I'll arrange a 
fool-proof suicide. On a positive note, | haven’t thought about 
harming myself - until just then, anyway. She trudges back, 
staring into her phone. | drum my fingers against my knee. We 
both smoke cigarettes. One eternity passes. 

| ask her, “So, can you teach me to change reality or 
whatever you and your friends do? How did you learn?” 

“We refer to reality as a dream. We can inhabit different 
collective dreams, our own personal dreams, or share dream 
spaces with as few as one other person. At some point you 
just will it with your mind and it happens. Like moving your 
own arm. But it takes its toll on you. Learning restraint has 
been a process...” She looks down then back up at me. “And 
they’re not my friends. Not all of them.” 

“I don’t think | can do it. I’ve tried.” 

“How much spice have you used?” 

“Spice?” 

“The powder. T.P. #420 or whatever they call it now.” 

“Are the dealers referencing Dune ?” 

She smiles. “Cheeky fucks, no?” 

“| think | snorted a rail and killed a mobster.” 

“You just said you can’t do it.” 

“| thought that was a dream.” 

“It was. So’s this.” 

Calm possesses me. My eyes shut. 


It’s night. Freezing. Eyes open. D éja vu . The storage 
shanty and the biker pricks are back. They slide open the 
doors again. They freeze. The wind stops. 

A voice pierces my skull, /t’s just a dream. Stay calm. 


Remain in place. 

Is that you? Am | still on the couch? 

A thin yes breezes through my consciousness. 

| remember now. 

| need you to keep the scene going like before. I’m 
learning as much as | can. Give me ten minutes. 

How am! supposed to keep track of time in a dream 
state? 

It’s always been a dream state. 

Things resume. Nausea invades my stomach. | keep my 
cool and things play out like before. 

Do | have to kill him again? 

You probably never killed anyone. 

The blob, the screams, the kick. As long as | don’t try too 
hard my body just plays along. The nausea subsides at too 
slow a pace. | don’t even notice when | feel better. 

That’s enough. 

Things freeze, color leaves the world. Lines blur and my 

vision fades to black. 


| wake up. She holds out a towel. | furrow my brow. 
She points at her mouth. | grab my chin and pull back a few 
strings of saliva. Embarrassed, | dry my face. 

“You talk in your sleep. Like a lot, dude. You should see a 
therapist.” 

“Oh really?” 

She rolls her eyes. “Just sayin’.” 

“Did you get what you needed?” 

“| got enough. Mostly a general idea, but | can find my 
way. | enjoyed watching you squirm - but too much more and 
you’d crack.” 

Apparently | haven't cracked yet. 

“You could’ve told me what you were planning. | don’t 
appreciate being put under without a warning like that.” 

“Your personality type is too anti-authoritarian to accept 
commands like that without question. Tricking you simplifies a 
lot.” 


“Are you diagnosing me with oppositional defiant 
disorder?” 

“Unfortunately. The only cure is being less of a 
douchebag.” 

| enjoy her abuse and ask, “We actually had sex, right?” | 
struggle to hold eye contact. 

“| honestly do not know.” 

She puts on her sunglasses and lights a cigarette. 


The evening passes. | sleep on the couch. Her bag 
packing wakes me just after midnight. | get up and start the 
coffee. A trick of the light catches my gaze. A face of shadow 
stares me down. How will | know when I’ve woken up? She 
hurries in with a half-zipped duffle bag, checks the safety of 
her pistol and slides it in. She then finishes zipping. 

| approach and hold out a mug for her. “You’re not going 
without me.” 

“You seemed pretty checked out earlier. Didn’t you want 
out of all of this?” 

“Finding that shed will be easier with me there. | assume 
that’s what you were looking for.” 

“That and information. Keeping the spice out of those 
jerkoffs’ hands is all | need to feel satisfied, though.” 

A few minutes pass as we act like we're not anxious. Cigs 
and coffee are inhaled in unhealthy amounts - even for us. Her 
phone alarm sounds. 

“Ready?” She signals towards the door. 

| look at the ceiling, then the floor. My head nods, though 
| don’t feel like the one nodding. We move. She loads the trunk 
of the cab she stole or created - | wouldn’t get an honest 
response if | asked - and motions for me to get in. We pull out 
as dawn cracks. The scenery beautifies as the copy-pasted 
blocks of city sprawl dissolve. Forty minutes or so pass. 
Barbed wire and empty fields surround us. Then chain link 
fencing with NO TRESPASSING and CAUTION: 
ELECTRIFIED signs every few yards dominates the 
landscape. A small concrete building with a couple armed 


guards staring at their phones pops up on our left. Mary drives 
another few minutes and pulls over once only dense forest 
remains. She lights a smoke and examines her phone’s GPS. 

“Should be a thirty minute hike. We trek there, do our 
thing, trek back here, leave the opposite direction we entered 
from. Any questions?” 

“Yeah. What is ‘our thing’ supposed to be?” 

“We’re torching the shed and whatever other buildings we 
find up there that will burn.” 

| look out the window, close my eyes, inhale, and look 
back at her. “Can’t we just set the shed on fire with our 
minds?” 

She laughs. “After what you’ve put me through, | don’t 
have the juice to even think about a stunt like that. And what 
do you mean by we? Can you do what | do?” 

| cast my eyes downwards. “You said | could. Whatever. 
Let’s just get this done.” 

She looks surprised, “Uh, not so fast. We have a two hour 
wait for shift change,” she pulls out a bag from behind her 
seat, “and | need to apply my face paint.” 


Half an hour passes and she finishes with her face. 

“Is that crucial to the success of this mission?” | look at 
her with a douchebag’s grin. 

“So rarely today do artists have a chance to publicly 
express themselves in a relevant and useful manner.” 

| chuckle. “Couldn’t you just make that shit appear without 
getting your hands dirty?” 

“Where’s the artistry in that?” She seems truly affected by 
my question. 

“Yeah, you couldn’t be a part of me. | do not give a shit 
about any of that.” 

“Maybe I’m the part of you that gives a shit and you’re 
so ashamed about your love of the more creative, feminine 
aspects of life that you’ve split me off and have been traipsing 
around for hundreds of miles with a figment of your psyche?” 

“Is that why we don’t know if we banged?” 

“Christ. get over it.” 


| get testy. “You know, you seem really comfortable with 
the idea of waking up next to a stranger naked. | wonder why.” 

She gasps, glares straight ahead, then exits the car 
with a slam. She grabs a bag from the trunk. | cast my eyes 
down and curse myself. While she prepares for the excursion | 
hop out and grab the strap of the messenger bag hanging from 
her shoulder. She whips around and jams her pistol’s barrel 
into my gut. | don’t bother struggling. Take the shot, sis. 

| try to reason with her. “You know | didn’t mean 
anything by that. | thought it was funny. That’s all. Don’t rush 
into this.” 

Mary looks down at her gun and laughs under her 
breath. Somehow my body hasn’t responded to this with fight 
or flight. Just sexual anxiety. Maybe it’s both. What’s wrong 
with me? She holsters her pistol, finishes transferring some 
tan blocks wrapped in plastic from the large duffel bag to her 
smaller messenger bag. My phone rings. Beth. Mary slaps me 
and takes my phone. She turns it off as | rub my cheek and 
puts it in her bag. 

“I’m about to nuke a drug stash and you leave your 
phone on!” She yells in a whisper. She must think I’m not 
taking this seriously. 

“I’m sorry.” | feel guilty. “Let me carry that for you.” 

She rips the bag away. “Fuck no!” 

We start off towards the site earlier than intended. At 
least we’re both in good spirits. 


The thirty minutes go by slowly. Navigating the dark, 
even with her guidance, sucks. | trip at least ten times, fall 
around four, and - by the time we get to the first set of fencing 
- | think something’s biting my crotch. 

“Can you imagine me some night vision goggles? And 
a new outfit?” I’m only half joking. 

“One: fuck you and your sardonic bullshit. Two: | have 
abused my mind to no end over the past few days, and | have 
nothing to spare unless it’s a dire emergency,” she breathes 
heavily, “and if it isn’t that then you are S.O.L.” 


Mary finishes cutting through the final set of chain link 
fencing and pauses to breathe. She closes her eyes, 
crouches, and places two fingers to the ground. 

Her eyes open and she whispers, “Let’s wait a beat.” 

“Can't we just get this over with?” 

“Shush! Ever heard of wu wei?” 

“Wu what?” 

“Shh!” 

A few moments pass and a black pickup truck crests the 
hill hiding the entrance. Two armed men in black fatigues get 
out and split up. They flick their flashlights on and begin 
searching areas large and small. | get antsy and start shuffling 
my feet. Mary grabs my pant leg and stares me in the eyes. 
She lowers her eye line to the ground and pulls me down with 
it. She closes her eyes and a surge of calm freezes me in 
place. More moments pass. 

The guard nearest us clicks on his shoulder mounted 
radio and grunts, “Clear!” 

A beat. Then | think | hear his radio gurgle, “Clear!” 

They shuffle into their truck and cruise back the way they 
came. 

Mary lowers her head and exhales. My senses return 
and, instead of wasting time on pointless humor, | hand her 
the bag. She double checks the contents and, satisfied, 
removes the portion of chain link fence she cut out earlier. | 
gaze down. It’s about a thirty foot drop into the compound. She 
hands me a metal hook and a rubberized mallet and begins 
untangling a mess of rope. The rubber muffles the noise of my 
hammering. Within a few minutes she’s rappelling down the 
cliff with a bag full of plastic explosives. 

| keep an eye out for movement. Mary rushes from place 
to place, planting and arming. | notice a cigarette hanging 
from her mouth. After arming the last device she scurries to 
and up the rope. She struggles, exhausted and trying not to 
cough. | start pulling until | have her by the arms and can 
heave her over the edge. She lays, wide-eyed, staring at the 
night sky. Her breaths are labored and rhythmic. The moment 
has a numinous quality to it. 


She snaps out of it and whisper-yaps, “Detonator!” 
| rummage through her bag and produce a black block 
with an antenna, two lights, and a switch. 

“It has a 250 meter range. Let’s edge as close as we 
can to the car.” She thankfully hasn’t lost her senses. 

We take our time navigating back the way we came. 
Once we hit about 100 meters from the cliff, she pauses, 
waving for me to stop. 

“We’re gonna split up. The main road is about 300 
meters that way.” She points to our left with one hand and 
fishes out my phone with the other. “I'll go back and grab the 
car. Take your phone. When | text you, blow the charges and 
haul ass to the road. | will be there.” 

She hands me my phone, then the detonator, and walks 
off, disappearing behind layers of trees and bushes. | look 
down at my feet, then up at the sky, then back down at my 
feet. | sigh, shake my head, and sit down, cross-legged, 
against a tree. Why was | so eager to get this done? What is 
this woman doing to me? 


Too much time passes. | hike down to the main road and 
spot flashing red and blue lights through the trees the closer | 
get. Once | clear the treeline, | see Mary in “our” car pulled off 
to the side of the road. A cop stands interrogating her. She 
stares ahead, hands at ten and two, probably thinking of the 
subtlest way to neutralize the threat. | hurry back up the hill, 
gripping the detonator like it’s the bible and I’m a wife with dirty 
thoughts. As | near my previous position | begin hammering 
the switch. Back and forth, back and forth. After a few tries, the 
ground shakes and several explosions pop off in the distance. 
| start running off towards the road and drop the detonator by 
mistake. Can’t stop now. A siren blares, lights flash, and who | 
assume was Mary’s harasser blazes past in his squad car. | 
clear the trees and see Mary pulling back onto the road and 
heading towards me. She slams the breaks when she notices 
me and pops the car locks. | hop in, she does a quick 180 and 
we cruise into the twilight. 


“Are we gonna talk about what just happened? Where are 
we going? This isn’t the way back.” | continue rambling until 
she shuts me up with a look. 

“We’re not heading back to the house. That cop shouldn't 
have been waiting where he was. We need to meet with 
people who know more than | do.” 

“How did Asphalt-Beth send me back in time? And how 
did you end up here?” 

“She’s not a god, she can’t rewind the universe. If | had to 
guess, I’d say she arranged a dream construct to resemble a 
memory of yours she found earlier. She then inhabited a drone 
matching the woman you were spending the most time with. | 
chose to be here. I’ve been doing this for years. When | trust 
you more, I'll fill you in more.” 

“Why do you do it? What do you get out of it?” 

“When | trust you more, I'll fill you in more.” 

“You trusted me enough to fuck me.” Am | insufferable 
enough? 

She turns on the radio. A suit spouts off some jargon 
about the profitability of certain asian markets. She changes 
the station until inoffensive pop music comes on. 


After driving through the city for fifteen minutes or so we 
pull into an alley leading to a small parking lot. Five of the 
sixteen spaces are filled. Behind the lot is a brick warehouse 
with two huge, steel garage doors. Security cameras dot the 
corners of each building. She parks, we get out and | take a 
deep breath. Anxiety is getting the better of me. | wish | didn’t 
feel the need to impress her. | wouldn't act like such an 
asshole. Probably. Most assuredly. 

“Where are we now?” | ask. 

“Somewhere we can stabilize you. The dream is stable 
here.” 

“Why is that, exactly?” 

“Don’t ask me. Something to do with math.” 

“ Something to do with math..? What, like addition and 


subtraction?” 

“Addition and subtraction, plus other operations, of sine 
and cosine-” 

“Uh, thanks. | got a C in A.P. calculus | think | Know what 
you're talking ab-” 

She starts walking. “Sure you do. If things go well here, 
you'll have your questions answered.” 

We approach the side of the warehouse and she bangs 
on a white door. A black guy in a turtleneck steps out, nods his 
head, and smiles at Mary. He then looks at me with a slight 
frown. 

He looks back at her. “We aren’t allowing guests right 
now. You should know this...” 

She responds with, “He’s not a guest. | just want him to 
see them.” 

“What do you think they can do for him? | assume this is 
the guy?” 

“Just let us in. You know what this means to me. I'll make 
it up to you.” 

He stares me in the eye for what feels like five minutes, 
then grins a bit and throws his head back towards the door. 

“Can't say no to a baby sister in her time of need. Go in. 
Don’t cause problems. If you do, you snuck in.” 

“Oh, can you take care of the car?” She drags him to 
within eyesight of the car and points. 

“You're serious?” He shakes his head and chuckles a bit. 
“Fine, but the answer is no to everything else until | get paid.” 

She smiles and nods, grips my sleeve, and pulls me into 
the warehouse behind her. | swallow hard, cough, and almost 
trip as | cross the threshold. Pulsing house music overpowers 
everything else, including my thoughts. Mary keeps turning 
back and saying things, but nothing gets through. | just nod as 
we pass small groups of people - drinking, smoking, reading, 
and dancing. Some wear hoodies and sweatpants, others 
wear pea coats and furs. A few stare intently at their phones. 

| tap her shoulder and point over at a couple of skinny 
men wearing wide-rimmed glasses, with stylish hair cuts 
sharing a hookah and yell, “Real cool crowd we have here!” 


She furrows her brow and yells something that | don’t 
hear in my direction. | don’t know what | was expecting. 


We finally reach a set of double doors in the back. She 
struggles to push one open and gives up after a couple 
fruitless attempts. Her knees buckle. | look her in the eyes. 
She is on her last legs. | help her straighten up and push open 
the door, holding it as she hobbles in. Thankfully, it’s quieter 
here. An empty bar and a plethora of liquor bottles line the 
back wall of what looks like a V.I.P. area. A few tables with 
purple tablecloths are scattered about, facing a platform with a 
stripper pole. There are a few T.V.s hung up around the joint. 

Mary sits down and motions for me to sit. After a few 
nervous moments scanning the area, | sit and exhale for what 
feels like the first time. As soon as | start to relax, a door near 
the bar swings open and two women accompanied by a man 
file out. They look eastern european. When the women see 
Mary, their faces shrink. The man spits and lets out a curse 
word in some other language. | twiddle my fingers. 

The man speaks first, “Didn’t our last discussion leave us 
with a pretty clear understanding of what is okay and what is 
not okay for you to do?” 

He spits again and resumes his blathering. “If you are to 
continue your wild goose chase, you do it far away from here. 
We want nothing more to do with your pipe dreams!” 

He spits for what | hope is the last time and continues, 
“And if you do find your stupid goose, you under no 
circumstances bring it here ! The last thing we need is more 
negative attention here! We could all be dead tomorrow, with 
nothing left of anything that we’ve worked for!” 

The next few moments of silence are unbearable. 

Mary breaks it. “But | found him. And we need help. We 
got rid of a major-” 

The man immediately slams a fist onto a nearby table, 
vibrating the floor. “I do. Not. Give a shit. About your goals or 
your boyfriend. Go. Now.” 

A baritone voice calls out from behind the bar. 
“Francois! Return to your post! | am home.” 


We all turn towards it. A fat black woman snorts from a 
vial in one hand, then puffs a cigar with her other. Her smile 
reaches from ear to ear. 

“Mara! It has been at least a year since | saw you last!” 

Mary looks relieved. She kicks my boot and jogs over to 
the bar. | follow, though right now I’m not sure which direction 
is up. The three slavs stand, oddly synchronized, and exit the 
way they came. 

“What are you and your friend drinking?” 

“Just give us vodka on the rocks.” 

She turns and makes the drinks. 

| lean into her ear and whisper, “These people seem to 
save your ass consistently.” 

She responds, a coquettish grin on her face, “Maybe | 
have a fine ass that’s just begging to be saved.” 

“Are you trying to make me jealous?” | manage to keep 
a straight face. 

“Do | need to try?” 

The woman turns around with our glasses. She hands 
me a drink and says, “Madrigal. Pleasure!” 

“Nicholas. Thank you.” 

| knock back the vodka and, realizing how brutish | 
probably look, gently rest the glass on the bar. Mary glares at 
me over the rim of her glass as she sips politely. I’m tired, | 
can’t play social butterfly right now. Madrigal laughs. Her 
jiggling belly is mesmerizing. 

“What can | do for you, Mara? Though we have our 
disagreements, you'll always be a daughter to us.” 

“I’m so glad you showed up, ‘Gal. My protege and | 
here just iced a spice facility and need a place to lay low fora 
while.” 

Protege? Half of me wants more, the other is terrified 
and wants to hide. 

“You didn’t think to make arrangements before doing 
what you did?” 

“Better to ask forgiveness, love.” 

“Unfortunately, | agree.” Madrigal eyes the bar and its 
contents. 


“You taught me everything | know, ‘Gal.” 

“Also unfortunate,” she murmurs and grabs a Blue Bull 
from a shelf behind her, cracks it open and pours it until her 
glass is half full. She then adds vodka. 

| shuffle a bit and fetch a cigarette from my pocket. 

“So, what’s your story?” She smiles. 

My throat feels dry despite the drink. | light my cig and 
reply, “After what I’ve learned, I’m not sure what’s true about 
my life anymore.” | take a drag and continue, “But if | had to 
make something up, I’d just say I’m a deadbeat who got 
caught up in some shit.” 

“Ha! A man | can trust! How dare Francois think he can 
turn away my daughters and their suitors!” 

| cough. “Suitors?” 

Mary kicks me. 

“Ow! You bi-” | catch myself. 

“It's nothing. Ignore her.” She finishes her drink and 
continues. “Gal, we need two mattresses for the night. 
Tomorrow morning we'll need a car. I'll also need him suited 
up in something that can survive his training.” 

| cough again. “Training?” 

Madrigal belly laughs. “Really wanting out of my good 
graces, eh lady?” 

“Too much? We just destroyed a spice storage site.” 

“You know the higher ups prefer robbery over 
destruction now, no?” 

Mary tenses her hands into fists and almost growls, 
“And you know that’s bullshit.” 

“What | know is: my bread is buttered by people that 
don’t want your dreams corrupting their vision.” 

“I can’t believe what I’m hearing.” Mary twists her neck 
and looks at the exit. “We were supposed to be the rational 
ones.” 

“What could be more rational than keeping it for 
ourselves? Conservation of energy, no?” 

Mary fumes and stands up, her chair sliding far into a 
table behind her. 
Knowing the final straw is about to hit her back, | butt in. 


“Can we just compromise? We only need a night and a few 
things. We'll be out of your hair by tomorrow night.” 

Madrigal finishes her drink in dramatic fashion and slams 
the glass hard. | think | see cracks appear. 

“| have no problem with Mara and her friends! | want you 
here! Just follow the new law so | won’t have to give you a 
right paddling!” She giggles as she spanks the side of the bar. 

“Yeah, sure. Thanks.” | get up and stand next to Mary. 

“Tetrad will hook you up. He owes me a favor, regardless. 
Now rest! Eat! Recover your energy! | have white boys to re- 
educate.” 

Madrigal exits the bar and heads for the rear exit. She 
turns around and blows a kiss towards Mary. 

Curiosity gets the better of me, so | ask, “You guys have 
a thing?” 

“Gross. It’s a libertine society, but | would never fuck a 
mentor.” 

“So is she still your mentor? You seem pretty done with 
this scene.” 

“I’ve been done with it for years. If | were still in it, | 
wouldn’t have found your sorry ass.” A moment passes, “But 
I'd be lying if | said | wasn’t trying to ingratiate myself again. | 
need help here.” 

Another moment and | ask, “Mara?” 

“| said | was done with it, didn’t |? My real name is Mary 
now. Whatever real means.” 

‘Restless’ by Hot Since ‘82 is pounding the walls of the 
other room. Bulletproof windows reveal the mass of tangled 
hipsters, trying to maintain their rhythm despite their vices. We 
push through the double doors once more and enter the 
reverie. People nod, wave, and flash signs at Mary and |. Near 
a wall across the room we encounter the man from the door 
earlier. He smiles. A milk chocolate goddess leans into his 
torso, eyes closed with a gentle expression across her face. 
He takes a drag from a blunt and hands it to me. Years of 
acting cool in front of dealers have taught me alot. | smoke it, 
realize it’s a spliff, and cough from the harsh hit to my lungs. | 
hand it back and he places it in his partner's mouth. She 


inhales and retreats to a deeper calm. He offers it to Mary and 
she inhales, hopefully relaxing after her prior outburst. 

She coughs and yells over the noise, “Perplex! We 
need Tetrad! You seen him?” 

Taking back his spliff, he replies, “Tet’s out taking care 
of your car. What the hell else you need?” 

Mary looks dejected. 

| look at Perplex. “Nothing right now. Thanks for the toke. 

| signal towards my ears and pull Mary by the arm to the 
entrance. She takes the lead and guides us out to the quiet 
alley. When we get some distance, she turns around with a 
questioning expression. Her edge is gone. The rain slows to a 
drizzle. | feel safer in this alley than I’ve felt in a long while.. 

“| think we should leave,” | blurt out, afraid of looking like 
a coward. 

“Don’t be scared. What’s wrong?” 

“How do | know this isn’t a giant prank? How do | know 
I’m not rocking back and forth in the fetal position in some 
psych ward? How do | know you aren’t some demon trying to 
damn me for eternity?” 

“Do you even believe in demons?” 

“| didn’t before.” 

“You have serious anxiety issues.” 

“I’m also high as shit on whatever Perplex was smoking.” 

“Give me one more night with my plans. If this doesn’t 
work out we can say ‘fuck it’ and bail.” 

“We?” She couldn’t possibly want to stick with me. 

Mary’s face drops. | was expecting a fiery retort. Instead 
I’m seeing a woman. A girl. What was in that spliff? 

A blue sedan with neon strips shining bright green light 
on the road below pulls around the corner and parks. Three 
men in black get out, carrying bags and equipment, and rush 
inside. The sedan pulls into a nearby spot and the driver gets 
out. He munches an unlit cigar and approaches. 

“Got a light?” 

Mary elbows me and | fumble for a lighter. | hand it to 
him, he lights his cigar, takes a few puffs, sighs deeply, and 
scans me up and down. 


” 


“Tet, thanks for ditching the car.” Mary’s usual spunk has 
been tempered. 

He grins and nods. Tetrad’s dark complexion makes his 
eyes pop in the dark. | feel like | Know him. Maybe everyone 
he meets feels this way. He reaches into his pocket, pulls out 
a strip holding four columns of pills, and chuckles. “Forgot this 
in the car.” 

Mary snatches it faster than Tetrad produced it and 
crams it into her pants pocket. | act like | didn’t see anything. 

“Um, thanks. ‘Gal said you could hook us up with some 
supplies and a place for the night.” 

Tetrad’s face turns to stone. “Just don’t bite the hand this 
time. Come to the back when you’re good.” He leaves and a 
profound silence replaces him. 

Mary turns to me. “I think we'll be fine here. How are you 
feeling now?” 

| can’t shake the earlier conversation. “I wasn’t saying 
earlier that | wouldn’t want to-” 

She interrupts me. “We should go get set up.” 


We've been sitting in a dank back room for almost an 
hour, waiting for Tetrad to bring us whatever Mary thinks we 
need. Two dirty mattresses lay side by side. She’s resting on 
one with her back against the wall, scrolling through her 
phone. | lay down with my eyes shut, trying to banish the 
indefatigable claustrophobia. She lights a joint, takes a couple 
puffs, and tries to hand it to me. | don’t notice until she leaves 
the burning pot just under my nose for a couple seconds. 

“Wow, a smile.” She returns her attention to her phone. 

| get high enough and hand it back to her. She waves my 
arm away. 

“Thanks.” | needed this. 

| haven’t had time to think in forever . Where do we go 
from here? Who are these people? She’s giving me only the 
vaguest ideas and nothing else to go on. Do | just want to get 
laid? I’m lying to myself if the idea of controlling reality around 
me doesn’t get my blood rushing. | realize | haven’t even had 
time to feel depressed. | have that time right now, and the 


emptiness just isn’t there. Am | in love? Am | still that naive? 
Am | manic? How do | grasp the severity of my mental illness 
when | witnessed a bathroom creating itself a couple days 
ago? Who even are these people? All I’ve learned is that she 
was with them, isn’t now, and maybe wants to rejoin? Why? 
She puts up this front of confidence and self-sufficiency. | 
guess | try to do the same. We all do. She’s just so 
convincing. Would she really bail with me? The drugs probably 
got to her. She couldn’t have been serious about us. | wish | 
didn’t care. I’m not as cool of a loner as | apparently thought. 
This weed is good. Maybe I’m just less tolerant. 

| attempt to speak, gurgle a bit from the phlegm, then 
finally let out, “So where is this asshole with our stuff?” 

“I give you one joint and all of a sudden you're a 
badass.” 

“Seriously, though, can we get out of here? This room is 
strangling me. | need air.” 

“No one’s keeping you here.” 

That gives me pause. | shake my head, grab my cigs, 
and leave the room. The larger main area gives me just 
enough space to breathe. The party has died down. Lounge 
music and various types of smoke permeate the air. People 
are strewn about. Some are studying books off on their own. 
Others sit in circles and chat the remainder of the night away. 
This is more my speed. | spot a coffee machine and head over 
as | light a cigarette. A punk wearing sunglasses, ripped jeans, 
and a tank top - smoking some kind of joint - slides in front of 
me, boxing me out. He continues a conversation he was 
having with a woman clearly struggling from anorexia. 

She barks at him, “Quit ashing on the floor!” 

He squeals with inhuman inflection, “As if they give a 
fuck out here! If | was back home with you I'd bet your arse I’d 
have a tray strapped to my sternum!” 

She sounds strung out. He sounds british. And strung 
out. | wait for the genius to move, but he refuses to have even 
a middling awareness of his surroundings. | tap his shoulder. 
He doesn’t respond. His girl laughs at some slurred words 
coming from her friend. 


My patience withers away. “Hey, buddy. Mind moving 
over a bit?” | put on a cheap smile. 

He scoffs - his cigarette falling from his mouth - and 
turns around slowly. | notice him wink at his significant other 
as he completes his rotation. His sweaty, bony figure 
combined with the acrid air makes me gag internally. 

My patience has committed seppuku. “Look, man, I’m 
tired. I’m not trying to -” 

“Oy, bruv.” He looks me up and down. “You’re the one 
Mara’s fuckin’?” 

I’m taken aback for a few moments while | notice gears 
turning in his head. | remain silent. | don’t have to be that 
asshole. 

He spits on the concrete floor. “You know she’s been 
through half the men, women, and whatever else we have 
here.” 

His lady friend pipes up, “Sheeeeit, Sacktap, even | 
fucked her.” She snorts something and slumps over. 

“Oy! | thought you had standards!” He cackles. 

She perks up at his laughter and joins in. | inhale deeply 
and silently and exhale the same way. Then | pour two drinks 
and make my way back towards our room. Something hits my 
arm and | spill some coffee on myself. The burn is familiar. 
Freeing. | act startled and drop the coffees. Sacktap and his 
future wife sit next to each other, staring and smoking. My legs 
start moving. My intellect tells me to get inside my room. My 
gut tells me to vent my rage. 

| step up to them and chuckle, “God damn, guys, you 
got me that time. Gotta hand it to ya.” 

They remain silent. 

“Mind if | get a drag? | don’t trust these butter fingers 
with a lighter right now.” Another chuckle. 

My eyes feel numb. My hands aren’t my own, but they 
feel familiar. | snatch the smoke from his hand, stare him in the 
eye, and burn it into the palm of my hand. 

“Kill me. Please.” There’s no hint of emotion in my 
voice. I’ve practiced this enough to know when the pain will 
really hit, and | pull back the lit end of the cig before it 


completely extinguishes. | take a drag and hand it back. 

“You fuckin’ serious?” 

| take my palm and show it to him, close to his face. 
When he leans in | bonk him on the nose. 

They laugh. If I’m being honest with myself and about 
my feelings for Mary - I’m not going to fuck up whatever we 
have over some macho bullshit. They can have their mind 
powers. | just want what | could never have before. The 
fantasy of pressing his lenses through his eyeballs refuses to 
vacate, though. 

| fill two more cups and return to our room. Car keys sit 
on an end table. The coffees join them. A few black bags line a 
wall. Tetrad must've dropped by. Mary is sleeping across both 
mattresses, her phone next to her head, playing east asian 
music. She seems human for once. | feel a sense of peace 
that Beth never provided. My concerns melt away. | don’t want 
to pulverize that asshole outside anymore. Sleep would be 
heaven right now. | lay down beside her and close my eyes. 

The walls aren’t closing in for once. 


Darkness. Bright points appear around me, and lines 
begin connecting them. A room forms or maybe some kind of 
cave. Torches start lining the walls. I’m lying on a crude bed, 
made of straw. A hallway connects my room with a darkness 
beyond my eyesight. Color fills my vision. I’m sweating, but 
cold. 

From the darkness Mary or someone resembling her 
ambles towards me, dressed in simple cloth rags. She carries 
a candle and a clay jug, which leaks a viscous liquid. Her 
sandals gently scrape the rough stone floor with a soothing 
rhythm that erases my anxiety. Her dark hair catches the light 
to heavenly effect. She reaches the edge of the bed and sets 
the candle down. Beads of sweat have formed on her face and 
arms, glistening in the candlelight. She grips the jug with both 
hands and tips it towards my body. Warm oil pools and 
spreads on my skin and she leans down and begins 
massaging my abdomen. | shudder, but she hushes my body 


and continues - down my legs to my feet, then back up to my 
arms. | feel my impurities dissolving. She beckons me to roll 
over and continues, finishing with my feet. 

She turns me back over and sits staring into my eyes. 
Unable to hold myself back, | grab her by the hips and pull her 
onto me. Our lovemaking forms a vortex which dissolves the 
scene around us. We float in the void. At certain points when | 
open my eyes | see my own face through hers. We finish 
together, and float for a few moments. Her eyes are closed. 
My hands shake. An emptiness and a fullness battle for my 
soul. A darkness surges through the right side of my body. 
Light surges through the left. Her eyes open. She rotates, 
straddles me, and forces my hands to clasp. 

The energies ignite us and a white light consumes the 
void. 


Eyes open. My cheek lies against her bare stomach. 
Dried drool breaks apart as | lift my head and crane it to look 
at her. She’s awake already, staring at her phone, naked. Life 
kicks back in and | start shivering once | notice my own nudity. 
She shushes me and throws a thick blanket over us. | drift 
away again. 


Awake again. She’s gone this time. The dream is a faint 
memory. | crawl off the mattress and search for clothes. 
Nothing. | scramble around, cursing myself for my stupidity. 
After some frantic moments, | begin scheming, planning my 
revenge against these assholes. A few minutes pass while | 
stew in my own bullshit. | stand up and notice plastic wrapped 
packages stacked on the end table. The name ‘Demian’ is 
scrawled in chicken scratch across the top package. | thought | 
was Dante. Guess that was too on the nose. The plastic 
comes apart easily and within a minute I’m wearing a fresh 
black tracksuit. Beneath the table is a pair of black and white 
sneakers. | grab my cigs and my phone and step out of the 
room. 

‘Dark and Long’ by Underworld pounds the walls. Most 
people are gone. | guess they have day jobs. Mary lounges on 


a corner couch, smoking and drinking coffee. An opened book 
sits near her feet, which she reads a passage from 
periodically. She doesn’t notice me yet, so | go exploring for a 
few minutes. 

| venture down the main hallway, which connects the 
lounge with the rest of the complex. Through door windows | 
see people studying, meditating, practicing their mental 
techniques, and having quiet, focussed discussions with one 
another. In the final common room, an elderly white man gives 
a lecture. | hear the words necessity, wu wei, and dialectic | 
think. Maybe there’s more to these jerks than | thought. | reach 
the oddly clean steel door at the back, with a narrow sliding 
hatch for guards to test prospective entrants. Would they open 
for me? 

By the time | return, Tetrad is pouring himself a coffee 
and having small talk with Mary. 

| approach and tell him, “Thanks for the assist, man.” 
I’m holding back genuine emotion. 

He radiates trustworthiness. “Ha, no prob. You’re 
glowing, brother.” He looks over at Mary, then at me again, 
and lets out a short chuckle. 

The word brother hits hard. 

Nervous, | glance over at her and say, “Ha, nah, we’re 
just, uh, working on projects and stuff together.” 

“Projects and stuff, hun?” Mary yells. Then she just 
stares, shaking her head. 

Tetrad can’t control his laughter and excuses himself 
after patting me on the back. When he leaves | stumble over to 
Mary. She hands me a cigarette while shaking her head in 
faux disappointment. 

| laugh and tell her, “I’m pretty sure we had sex this 
time.” 

“Proud of yourself?” She shakes her head again, slower 
this time. Back. And forth. 

“Kinda.” 

| guess I’m glowing. 


A barrage of obnoxious knocks hits our door. 


“Up. Up. UP!” 

Mary springs up, covering herself, searching for clothes. 
“Shit!” 

“What the fuck’s happening? Do we need to leave?” I’m 
foggy and freaked. 

She stops mid pant-leg and manages to turn around with 
a hobble. “No...” She sighs, “I neglected to inform you of a 
requirement of your stay at our resort.” 

“Spit it out, I’m freaking out here!” 

“Training and chores.” 

“Faaaak. You know how hungover | am?” 

It's been three nights here. | guess we got here Friday. 
She heaves my track suit and a set of thermals at me. The 
thermals smell. 

“Whose are these?” 

“You’re going to want to wear them.” 


Mile one. Mile two. Mile three. Four. Five. Six. We spend 
the early hours jogging. Around and around. After getting 
dressed, Tetrad drives us and a few others to a nearby high 
school’s football field. Surrounding the field is a track. The 
track is a wasteland of repetition. This is wnat Hegel meant 
about bad infinity. Track as a sport should be excised from 
high schools like the throbbing cancer it is. Damnatio 
memoriae . After mile six | collapse into grass and try not to 
throw up. | haven’t run this much since high school. They keep 
going. Tetrad ignores me. They don’t. | can hear their gossip 
and laughter from across the field. 

| get up and head over to the bleachers. When | get 

there | sit and smoke a cigarette, staring at the group running 
around and around. I’m almost thirty now. | can’t be expected 
to keep up. Tetrad could either be twenty five or sixty five. 
Black does not crack. At least he isn’t a disciplinarian. 


Plates. Glasses. Silverware. Plates. Glasses. 
Silverware. Clear the jam. Repeat. The machine does most of 
the work, but by the twelfth hour and the end of my shift I’m 


ready to throw myself through it. It should do most of the work 
then, too. It’s good at that . | leave with violent thoughts that 
turn to sad thoughts and then depressive thoughts. This is why 
| was ready to die. 


“The exercise is one thing. Working twelve hour 
dishwashing shifts in exchange for a five by nine cell with two 
cum-riddled mattresses is something else. I’ve done this 
before. Well, except for the mattresses. There’s a reason | was 
on my way out when you found me.” | unclench my fists and 
slow my breath. “I thought | was getting into something a little 
more cerebral. All I’ve seen so far are a few cool people and a 
lot of junkies, assholes, and lingerers. Fuck this. | want out. 
The tracksuit is cool, but I’m not down with joining a cult. 
Maybe the cult of Aphrodite, but not whatever this nonsense 
is.” 

“Sure you're not just having a depressive episode?” She 
looks genuinely concerned. 

| pause. “How do you know about that?” 

She ignores me. “I was told years ago that it was to force 
everyone to become a part of the working class. That sounds 
childish when | say it out loud. It worked though.” 

“Yeah, but what do you guys even do?” 

“The people at the bottom are just errand runners and 
partiers. The people in the middle are that, plus some white 
collar intellectuality thrown in. Pseudointellectual bourgeoisie 
is how | saw most of them. | learned from some good ones, 
though. The people at the top are the money people. We’d 
rarely see them. They have their own personal motives, but 
everything I’ve personally seen has been in service to 
community . Both as an object and as a concept.” 

“That's really beautiful, Mara , but this ain’t it.” 

“Fine. | give up. I'll be back,” she says, back turned, while 
putting on her jacket and boots. 

She skirts out the door. 

She doesn’t give me a second to respond. | throw a 
rubber ball. It hits the corner of a cinder block jutting out from 
the wall and knocks over some empty beer bottles. 


| make it past the trash guarding the door and hear Mary 
and Tetrad talking. It’s probably about me. Maybe they'll kill 
me. A change of scenery sounds nice. My approach is quiet 
enough for me to hear concern in Mary’s voice. | step past 
Tetrad, nod, and sidle up to her. Would she prefer Mara ? | 
guess I'll just call her Mary. | think Mara’s a Buddhist demon or 
something. It’s pretty sexy actually. Maybe | wil/ call her Mara. 

“Hey, your baby mother says you’re dissatisfied with your 
assignment.” 

| ignore the first part of his sentence. “I didn’t know | was 
assigned until | woke up this morning. No one should be doing 
this for free - or whatever you call our arrangement - 
anyway.” 

“You know you get paid, right?” 

“| do not care. That’s not even what I’m upset about.” 

Mara looks down. 

“Free education?” 

Mara looks up. 

“Been to college. I’m good, man. Thanks for the 
tracksuit.” 

My flippancy strikes a nerve in Mara. 

“1 got you that fucking tracksuit,”” she growls under her 

breath. 

“How ‘bout enforcement?” Tetrad looks so sure of 
himself. 

I’m given pause. “I’m not a killer.” 

“From what I’ve heard, that's a bald-faced lie. You ever 
get your ass kicked?” 

“Ask your source.” | bet she knows everything somehow. 
| know this woman, I’m sure of it. 

Mara nods. 

“How'd it feel?” 

“Like it didn’t matter if my next check bounced.” Where is 
he going with this? 

“Give me twenty four hours.” 


Tetrad wakes us up at three in the morning with a black 
duffel bag in either hand. He throws them at the floor and 
mumbles something about coffee before turning one-eighty 
and exiting the room. Mara and | tear through the bags and 
find dark, tight-fitting athletic wear, leather gloves, black boots, 
goggles, and noise-canceling earmuffs that a construction 
worker might wear. | suit up quickly, side-eyeing Mara until she 
notices my eyes glued to her ass. | leave after she hucks an 
open bag of Skeet-O’s at my face. 

The common area and halls are quiet, with coffee 
aroma replacing the body odor from the night before. Percept 
sits with a laptop and a tumbler, munching on some kind of 
plant root. A light-skinned woman in dark lycra pants and a 
white ski jacket stands behind him, rubbing his shoulders and 
pointing to the screen periodically. They don’t notice me, so | 
grab coffee for Mara and | and return to our room. 

| hand her the coffee and she holsters her throwing 
arm. Neither of us has showered for a few days. Her smell 
inflames me more than usual. How did she find me? Where is 
she from? I’m still unsure if this is all a grand hallucination, but 
| was unsure of that before any of this happened. She gives 
me this energy and focus. It’s not romance. I’ve been in love 
before. At least it’s not just romance. A week ago | would’ve 
taken a lethal injection on a whim. Now | want to know what 
she knows and do what she does. The motivation is palpable. 
Regardless: in a year we'll be at each other's throats. 

We drive for hours past city limits. It’s nearing three A.M. 
and Percept’s been humming through the same songs on 
repeat, barely paying attention to the road and still chewing on 
his root. The car only has a C.D. player., and the only C.D. 
they found was Jefferson Starship’s Nuclear Furniture . |t lay 
crammed underneath the back seat, in a bag with burger 
wrappers, brochures, and a pair of Groucho glasses - broken, 
like the previous owner got socked in the face. Maybe six feet 
in front of the car are visible. Tetrad and Mara have 
headphones on, so I’ve been staring at a stain on the back of 
the driver's seat, bored. 


| threatened to leave them earlier, as if | had other 
options. As if | won’t end up bleeding out in a motel bathtub if | 
do end up bailing. They probably see right through it. | have 
nothing left. Nothing to contribute to whatever world | used to 
live in. Maybe I’ve joined a cult. At least the sex is good. The 
sex | remember. 

| clear my throat with the authority of a child. “Anybody 
got a joint or something?” 

Percept seems irritated. “Can you exist a day without 
inebriating yourself?” 

Mara interjects, “Can we stop for coffee?” 

Percept sighs and gnaws on his root for a few seconds. 

“Can | have some of whatever that is?” My inner addict 
needs to know. 

“Elecampane root - african dream root. Helps with what 
we do.” 

“Can | have some?” | repeat. 

Mara slaps my arm. 

| look over at Tetrad. “Tet, why aren’t you chewing 
any?” 

“| chewed enough of that in my time. Plus, | haven’t 
done field work in years. My role requires clarity of mind for 
most of my day.” He lights a cigarette. “And | don’t like needing 
help with what we do.” He darts a glance at Percept. 

| can’t tell if his derision is genuine. 

Mara interjects once more, “Is that why you wear body 
armor and carry weapons?” She smirks. 

Tetrad ignores her and points toward a gas station. 
“There. MorNooNite. Pull over.” 


Tetrad’s inside with Percept, grabbing various items from 
various shelves in various aisles. | fall into a trance watching 
them. Fog pools around the gas station, becoming a brighter 
shade of gray every few minutes. 

Mara shakes me out of it. “I’m actually excited for 
something for the first time in a long time. | know they’re not 
perfect, but you'll find a home with us if you’re in.” 

“How long did you practice that?” 


“Fuck you.” 

Percept steps out of the minimart with a drink carrier, 
two bags, and a plastic tube. He walks over and puts the 
carrier on the roof of our car, drops the bags into Mara’s side 
of the car, then lights a cigarette. He comes to my side and 
gets me to roll down my window. The plastic tube falls from his 
hand to my lap and the smell sets my neurons on fire. 

Percept returns to his seat. “Apparently gas stations sell 
weed now. You’re welcome.” 

“Did the dream root have something to do with this?” | 

smile at him in gratitude. 

“Man’s got some smarts,” he remarks. 

| marvel at the bright orange tube with a warning label 
and child protective seal. Once | pop it open, | can’t resist and 
ready my lighter. Mara knocks the lighter out of my hand. | 
pocket the tube and lighter and lean back in my seat, an 
obnoxious sigh leaving my mouth. Mara glares at me. | light a 
cigarette and look out my window. It should be daylight soon. 

Tetrad returns and looks at me through the cracked car 
window. “Remember, we’re gone from the safety of 
headquarters. The shared dream out here is rickety at best. 
Keep your eyes peeled and do your best to stabilize yourself if 
you notice anything that sets you off. It’s just a dream. 
Remember that.” He waits a beat, looks back at the store, and 
tells us, “Forgot something. Be back in a sec.” 

| nod and look over at Mara. “Can you tell me who you 
are to me so | can get it out of my mind?” | feel bright, neon 
yellow drops of desperation popping out of my pores, forming 
puddles on my cheeks and forehead. The puddles all come 
together to create a lake on my face. In this lake are dark 
creatures, forgotten by mankind, lurking and anticipating the 
consumption of prey. Soon their home will cover my entire 
body, and they will devour my soul. Desperation Lake: The 
Murder of Nicholas Young is a best-seller. Mara writes the 
novel and makes millions of dollars off of my brutal suffocation 
at the claws of an unknowable enemy. Or it’s just anxiety. | 
am unsure. 

“We went to school together. We went on dates . You 


were obsessed with me. Where the fuck have you been? You 
moved away and told no one.” She rhythmically taps her 
fingers against her thigh. 

“We know each other? | don’t remember dating a Mary 
or a Mara. You look familiar to me, but there’s no way we were 
romantically involved. | barely dated anyone in high school.” 
Disbelief grips my brain and | start shaking. My mind spins 
images and sounds into a tapestry before my third eye. Then | 
just stare. “You’re making this up. My mind is making this up. 
How did | not recognize you?” 

She grimaces. “Everything you’ve learned recently and 
everything you’ve personally experienced should open your 
mind to the possibility at least.” 

Memories spark in some long dead spot of my mind. A 
night in her bedroom. A walk to yoga class. Valentine’s day at 
the hookah bar. Emails exchanged. Lashing out at her. 
Running away. My head is spinning. “Fine. Yeah, | left. | hated 
everyone and everything. Drugs were the only thing keeping 
me afloat. At some point they stopped working. So did my 
mind. Maybe | just wanted to forget you.” A moment passes 
along with a few more memories and | ask her, “We didn’t go 
to college together, did we?” 

She holds in a laugh. “Nick, you followed me to 
college.” 

The light from the storefront makes the deep black of her 
hair glow. Her face is almost invisible. | reach deep for 
something to say, but find nothing. 

“Hello?” She pulls a cigarette from her duffel bag and 
lights it, waves it in front of me, then grabs her phone and 
proceeds to doom scroll, looking up at me every few minutes. 

After a long while my attention is drawn away from 
Mara to the double doors guarding the store. | think | hear 
glass shattering, then a woman yelling. Tetrad stumbles 
backwards out of the minimart with a latina woman, no more 
than twenty five, whose slurred speech baffles my brain’s aural 
processing units and their assigned technicians. She’s 
squeezing the lapels of his jacket. Once her knees are almost 
dragging on the pavement, he performs a quick one-eighty. 


She loses grip and falls face first into a puddle of god-knows- 
what. Tetrad just shakes his head and continues. On his way 
to the car, a redneck, still drunk from the night before or drunk 
from breakfast, hollers something incomprehensible at him. He 
notices Percept and motions for him to get in the front 
passenger's seat. 

After sliding in, he cranes his neck at me. “See what | 
mean? Five minutes out here and we're already drawing 
attention. Something doesn’t want us out here. | went back for 
a Blue Bull and apparently caught one by the horns.” 

Mara asks, “Should we call for backup?” 

Tet giggles. “Sister, you and | both know that would just 
make things worse. | have a backup plan.” He pulls a black 
box the size of a walkie talkie from his coat pocket and 
punches in some numbers on its touch pad. “That should do 
the trick.” 

| feel a slight sting and see a nearly invisible sphere 
shoot out in all directions from Tets hands. The redneck from 
before stops mid yell and obediently returns to his prior 
location as if nothing occurred. The latina does much of the 
same. 

“That’s one charge of three. | wasn’t expecting to need 
one so soon. Things must be getting bad out here.” Tet returns 
the box to his pocket and calmly motions for Perplex to switch 
seats with him. 

Perplex hits the ignition and pulls us out, back onto the 
main road. 

| ask, intrigued by what just went down, “So where are 
we going?” 

“I’m not ruining the goddamn surprise, bro. We're like 
forty minutes out from the ranch.” 

Mara perks up. “Wait, a ranch? Are we seeing the 
brothers?” 

“Shush. There are no brothers now. | heard one got the 
other. No more questions.” Percept throws a pretzel at her. 

| laugh and she pegs me in the temple with what 
remains of said pretzel. 

The sedan speeds into the gray abyss. Nothing but our 


headlights remain once the gas station shrinks to nothing. | 
take that as my signal and spark the joint. Everyone but Tetrad 
partakes. 


An hour later we’re pulling into another parking lot - 
about fifteen times the size and almost empty. A truck sits by 
itself near an iron gate surrounded by bushes and trees. Near 
another entrance farther down the road, a homeless couple 
smokes from a pipe near a homemade fire. I'll probably see 
their ashen remains and the trees of these woods burned to 
cinders on the news in a few days. | feel confident that won't 
happen, actually. | haven’t watched the local news since | 
moved here. 

It's past dawn, but cloudy and the fog has grown 
denser. Tetrad does a lap around the lot and then parks near 
the gate. He flashes his headlights an excessive amount and 
then turns off the engine. A loud slam breaks the silence and a 
smaller door built into the iron gate swings open with a squeal. 
A brown haired asian man in blue aviators, about six feet tall 
and wearing a cowboy hat and denim combo, saunters 
towards the driver’s side of the sedan. He removes his shades 
and uses them to tap on Tetrad’s window. Tetrad rolls down 
his window and bows his head towards the wheel, refusing to 
make eye contact. 

The asian man giggles and puts his shades back on. 
“I’m not my father. This is America. Shake my hand, 
motherfucker.” 

He jams his hand through the window, freezing it 
directly in front of Tetrad’s face. 

“Sorry, uh, sir.” Tetrad shakes the man’s hand with all 
the strength of my aunt. The one with cerebral palsy. 

“Just call me Dan, for Christ’s sake.” 

“Yeah thanks, Dan. Should we leave the car here?” 

“I'll have a guard take care of it. Give me the keys.” 

Tetrad hesitates for a split second, rolls the windows 
up, removes the keys, and steps out of the car. The three of us 
follow suit. Our foursome walks through the gate’s door and 
steps onto a gravel driveway extending at least a mile into the 


countryside. Dead center of the estate, at the end of the 
winding road and its meticulously manicured hedge 
accompaniment, is a mansion, the spitting image of Monticello, 
thousands of miles from Virginia. A golf course with no one 
playing dominates the property, and surrounding the course is 
miles of dense forest. The forest calls my attention with a 
mysterious strength. There’s something familiar about this 
place. 

Tetrad loosens up after walking for a few minutes. He, 
Mara, and Dan hold a conversation | have no interest in, so | 
get some distance from them to take in the scenery. A 
wasteland of finely groomed greens and fairways wraps 
around the entire estate. So much land was destroyed just so 
a rich prick can play golf by himself. I’m jealous. I’d napalm 
Connecticut and its rich family dynasties if | could. 

When | return to the group they’re talking about Dan’s 
family history. Dan is technically North Korean royalty or 
something. 

“So who are these two? | don’t like them,” Dan says and 
spits some tobacco into the hedges. 

Tetrad starts to speak, but Mara interrupts, “Pleasure to 
meet you, Dan. | go by Mara.” 

Dan’s eyebrow raises. “Maybe | like this one.” 

A rage grips me, but years of masking my emotions gives 
my face a neutral expression. | tell Dan, “Nicholas. | hope we 
haven't gotten off on the wrong foot. Beautiful property you 
have here.” 

Dan ignores me and continues leading the group to the 
front of the mansion. A maid and butler come out to greet us 
and take our coats. When we enter, a private security 
mercenary holding an M4 searches us and removes our 
weapons. | close my eyes while he gropes Mara in the name 
of safety. 

The group continues upstairs, into Dan’s regal red office, 
gold tapestries lining the walls. 

Dan says to Tetrad, “So a condition of my training your 
people is that you accept the new social contract.” 

Tet seems worried. “ New contract? | hadn’t heard of 


this.” 

“No big deal. Only one minor change. You are to cease 
all search and destroy operations and switch to search and 
steal. Your people are to then bring the product to the airplane 
graveyard about a mile outside of town.” 

“Gal mentioned this to us. Why are we stashing the stuff? 
| thought we were trying to liberate people from that which 
controls them.” 

Dan gets angry, then cools himself off quick . “I am not 
my father, nor my brother - lord rest his soul. The world is 
changing and we all have bills to pay. It would be nice to live in 
a dream world where money doesn’t exist, but that is a 
fantasy. No more questions. Either you accept or you leave 
and never return. | then plant heroin in your headquarters and 
tip off my favorite narcotics officer.” 

Mara pulls me to the side and speaks to me in whispers 
while Tetrad and Dan continue their conversation, “I don’t like 
this. We need to leave.” 

“Couldn’t we accept the training, learn what we can and 
bail? Be patient, Mara. Something about this place is calling to 
me.” 

She sighs, punches my arm and kisses my cheek. 
Disliking public displays of affection, | shake my head at her, 
but smile warmly. 

| tell her, “We can pull this off. | need this. Please.” 

“Fine, but we leave when | say so.” She’s really 
concerned. 

“Deal.” 


Training doesn’t take place in the mansion, which 
disappoints me since | wanted to do some digging. Instead 
we're taken to the airplane graveyard Dan mentioned. We’re 
housed in bunk beds in old dusty hangars and given 
jumpsuits, boots and a training regimen. Men and women are 
usually separate, but Tet got an exception made for Mara and 
|, who share a bunk in an old janitor’s closet. We don't interact 
with the others at all. I’m too introverted and she’s too 
paranoid. We see nothing of Dan or his riches, but the free 


training keeps coming. 

Her punches and kicks land with hard thuds, but | feel 
nothing. She heaves my body through a wooden table. 
Painless. | return her assault with the same ferocity. She 
keeps coming. | keep coming. Cuts and bruises form - blood 
spills - but we’re in a trance. Hours, days, weeks of this. If Tet 
or the other instructors weren’t present we would’ve been 
liquified by the end of day one. Various eastern techniques, 
handed down by Tibetan Buddhists for generations, and 
taught to us, allow us to resist pain like no drug I’ve ever 
abused. One lesson involved trekking for miles around the 
outskirts of the airplane graveyard in the cold desert wind. For 
weeks, every night we’d make the trips, focusing on our 
breathing and wills to reduce our feelings of cold to nearly 
nothing. | never really believed the stories I’d heard about 
these monks and their powers, but now | have no choice. | feel 
like I’ve become one of them. 

They’ve retrofitted an abandoned hangar and now use it 
as a security depot. Black boxes, opened only once a week for 
maintenance, do something to negate the effects of dream 
manipulation within and just outside of the complex. Percept 
says it uses fourier mathematics to construct an invisible 
barrier made of thinner spacetime. | feel ill wnen | walk near 
them, and every time | attempt a dream manipulation 
technique within their bounds | almost drop to my knees in 
pain. 

Daylight we’re here, killing each other. Moonlight we’re 
fucking uncontrollably. Mara and | spend every waking hour 
together. Training, philosophizing, loving each other. I’ve never 
experienced this before, and attached to every positive 
thought of her | have is a reeking feeling of regret at how 
stupid | was for hurting myself. Especially for so long. I’m also 
afraid of losing her now. Instead of taking the good with the 
bad, | almost wish | never met her. Then | curse myself. 

Three meals, a cot, physical training, class auditing, 
supplements, weed, booze, pills, powders, music, sex. | get 


friendly with a few others, even filling in for them for their 
dishwashing shifts. After soending years alone and miserable, 
with no discernible purpose for my life, the experience 
invigorates me confidence - true confidence - when | take the 
time to reflect. 

Class is boring as usual, especially compared to 
combat training. 

“Yeah, we can modify reality with our minds to an 
extent, but what holds us back? What stops us from attaining 
our power in the first place?” The professor, a beautiful woman 
in her forties, asks the class. 

A woman in athletic wear raises her hand. “Reality itself?” 
“That's a bit broad of an answer, no?” The professor 
chuckles and calls on Mara, whose hand darts into the air the 

second the athletic girl answers. 

“Ourselves?” She’s beaming. 

“Bingo! Please elaborate.” 

Mara continues, “Well if the most powerful part of 
ourselves is the unconscious, then by definition we as 
conscious egos cannot know our own limits - the ego being a 
much smaller, and less powerful portion of the Self. At best, 
we can know the limits of the whole ego. The unconscious 
portion would have to decide for both parts - the ego and itself 
- when the ego is ready for evolution, being more in control of 
every aspect of the Self as a whole.” 

This flies over my head. Mara’s a real teacher’s pet. | 
reach into my pockets, into an open vial and dust my fingers 
with spice before raising them to my noise and inhaling. What 
she said starts to make more sense. 

A bleep blares from the P.A. system and Mara and my 
names are called to security. 


The monitors flicker. Formulae and equations flood the 
screens when they decide to resume working. A voice kicks in 
- adroning ‘om.’ A final formula sits in a freeze frame for a few 
seconds, grows in brightness, then fades out. A pale, 
androgynous figure walks into the vanishing point of the frame 


and turns around. He wears a red blindfold and approaches a 
boom microphone hanging from the top of the shot. 

“lam contemplating the end of the universe - when the 
gods are so bored they kill themselves. Just to do it all over 
again.” 

He sits on a marble bench, reaches underneath, and 
retrieves a machete. He proceeds to sever his limbs, starting 
with his legs. He sometimes saws at it. No emotion crosses 
the visible parts of his face. He then bisects his left arm. The 
amount of blood is sickening. A few analysts turn away. Mara 
and | stare. Finally, he lies backwards and awkwardly turns the 
blade on himself, his ungodly long arms dangling it above his 
crotch. He then slams the machete into his genitals. Blood 
sprays onto the camera lens. After a minute or so, it looks like 
movement behind the spatters. The blood is then wiped away, 
revealing the same man who just mutilated himself, body 
immaculate. No one lies on the bench behind him, but the 
viscera remains as proof of what happened. 

He sits up, nude, and approaches the camera with a 
twisted gait. The light reveals what | was hoping I’d never have 
to interact with again: Morgue. He throws a dark spherical 
object at the floor, a purple circle forms and he falls through it. 
The circle closes after him. I’m reminded of the 
phosphorescent spindle that acted as a teleporter from months 
ago. Tetrad clicks the end of a remote and the monitors flicker 
off. 

He stares into my eyes, clearly terrified, but stoic all the 
same. “You know this man?” 

I’m worried he’s accusing me of something so | respond 
fast, “I don’t know him. | scored from him for a few years. 
That’s it. | wasn’t involved with his clique - read: cult - of single 
mothers who think they’re witches reincarnated.” 

“I’m not worried about you, bro. Can you find him for us? 
That scene happened last night. Fucker just appears, does his 
thing and is gone.” 

“Look, Tet, | have his number and nothing else. Are you 
sure that’s him? | don’t want any bad juju following me around 
if we’re wrong.” 


“Or maybe you just want your connect to stay your 
connect .” 

I’m taken aback by this. | get mad. Real mad. | thought 
we were brothers at this point. | look into Mara’s watering 
eyes. She’s upset at what she just saw. | think she’s friends 
with a few of Morgue’s female victims. 

| reply, “Tet, | hate that sissy. If he didn’t have pills I’d be 
trolling the guy on Instajam, | swear.” 

“You got a handle on your habits?” He looks concerned. 

“Do you really need to ask?” I’m offended, but | 
understand. 

“Yes.” He’s sincere. 

“Yeah, | haven’t touched anything but what you guys 
have dosed me with since we showed up here.” 

Tet looks at Mara. She casts her eyes down and looks at 
her feet, then mine. “I swear. | have him on lockdown. He’s 
clean. Maybe a little too much spice for my liking, but he’s 
doing better.” 

He sighs, “Fine let’s do this,” and ejects the disc from the 
security computer, placing it securely in his jacket pocket. 

| remove a slew of empty spice vials from my pockets and 
dump them in the trash can by the exit as we leave. | feel the 
risk of losing touch with reality that comes with every hit of 
narcotics | take as | remove a vial filled halfway with ketamine 
and halfway with spice and jam it underneath my nose. No use 
arguing over whether | have a problem when we’re under 
assault from an aryan zombie from outer space. 


Tetrad leads Mara and | to the armory, which | had only 
heard rumors of up until now. Past the halls of classroom 
doors, the cafeteria, the data storage facility, and down three 
flights of stairs we trudge, all lost in thought. 

Tet pauses and moves us to a dark side room filled with 
boxes. None have labels, but the place smells like a hospital. 
Tet frowns. “I didn’t want to mention this in front of 

anyone but you two, but | have a question that needs 
answering. Just be honest and we can solve the problem 


swiftly. Lie to me and a small problem for us becomes 
everyone's big one. Get me?” 

Mara and | nod. 

He continues, “I got a report of police surveillance making 
its rounds near our H.Q. What’s worse is that a few hours ago 
one of our guys got brought in for questioning. Perplex got his 
call and went to grab him. Guy mentioned you , Nick, and said 
police are after a murderer. | don’t know if that means you're a 
suspect or if you just Knew the guy, but - like | said - | need 
answers now. ” 

Mara almost yells at Tet, “That’s bullshit. I’ve been with 
him night and day. | know him. He’s no murderer.” 

| gulp hard and some dim remnant of my conscience 
kicks in. “Stop, Mara...” My eyes meet Tetrad’s. “Did you get 
the name of the victim?” 

“Some guy named Maury Rebok. Found him outside Soul 
Foods with his face almost missing.” 

Shit. The game is up. It’s over. So close to Heaven and 
yet here | am being dragged back down to Hell. My world 
starts shrinking. Prison gets closer and closer and | didn’t even 
kill the guy. | just needed his pills. Derealization settles over 
me. Mara and Tetrad feel like delusions now. 

| tell them, “There’s a lot more going on here than even | 
know about. | didn’t kill Rebok, but he was a dealer of mine. 
Not a friend. He’s into some dark shit. He didn’t even go by the 
name Maury or Rebok when | knew him. Those names are 
news to me.” 

Mara’s eyes narrow. “What'd he go by, Nick?” 

“You're not gonna like it. Neither of you will.” | look at my 
boots. 

Tet’s getting impatient. “Spit it the fuck out or we beat it 
out of you.” 

She pushes him. “Tetrad!” 

“Morgue,” | say. 


The armory is quiet. Slow moving fans gently circulate 
air and white noise above us. 


Tetrad tosses bullet resistant vests at Mara and | while 
talking a mile a minute. “I’d heard of people defying death on 
spice, but not coming back from it.” He loads shells into a 
shotgun, cocks it and tosses it at Mara. “There’s no use going 
to the police, Nick. They’ll throw you into the state pen or state 
hospital at this point. And from there there’s no coming back 
once they dose you . I’ve lost plenty of friends to them. They 
are not on our side.” He loads a glock twenty-two, hits the 
safety and slides it across the table to me. 

“| Know from experience. They hassled me before | knew 
what the hell was going on. They’re kind of why | ended up 
here in the first place. Also, | found Morgue like that. There’s 
no way it’s him on those security cameras.” | neglect to 
mention the paranoid hallucinations of him that cropped up. 

He chuckles with indignance. “So you’re telling me that 
with everything you’ve seen in the past few months, you're 
unwilling to believe what you know to be true?” 

“It can’t be true. It’s got to be someone else. | mean, | 
know Morgue was involved in some sex cult, but that - even if 
we throw his unlimited access to spice into the mix - can’t give 
you immortality.” 

He laughs again and it gets on my nerves. “Ever read 
about Aleister Crowley? There is so much you don’t know, 
boy. Get over yourself. Two ears, one mouth.” He finishes 
arming himself, guides Mara and | through the exit and locks 
up. 

Mara looks bemused. “What are we even going to do with 
guns? The fucker can’t die!” 

Tetrad shuffles his hands into his trench coat pockets and 
gives Mara a box of shells. “We don’t know that yet.” 

She smiles like the demon she really is. “ Incendiary 
rounds. | think | know where this is going.” 

“Can't hurt to try,” Tet says. “I figure we blast the fucker to 
bits, then set the bits on fire. Then we can piss on the fuckers 
ashes and be done with him. It’s a bonus that he’s in the 
center of a giant spice network. Maybe we can disrupt the city 
supply.” 

| feel like the only one with some sense left and ask him, 


“But how do we find him? He has some kind of portal 
technology. And doesn’t Dan want us jacking the stuff and 
bringing it here?” 

Mara doesn't like the latter part of what | said. 

“Dan can eat my savory ass. And we got the same tech, 
Nick. You should know this by now. | gotta make a call to 
Asphalt. She’s one of the only ones we can trust on this. Plus, 
her portals are more reliable than most and she doesn’t need 
a bunch of spice vials to get her work done.” He eyes me 
darkly. He must be on to my habit. “Let me make some calls, 
get a bead on him. I'll let you guys know. Until then, | want you 
two at H.Q., guns at the ready at all times. You don’t sleep 
without a loaded weapon nearby. Feel me?” 

Mara looks relieved to return to her old-now-new home. 
“We'll be there waiting.” She turns to me. “We have something 
we need to talk about.” 

On the ride back we’re mostly silent until Mara breaks the 
ice about thirty minutes in. “I want you to be honest with me. | 
know you threw vials away when you thought | wasn’t aware. 
I’m always aware. What is going on with you?” 

Fuck | need a hit. “Nothing. Maybe | can handle my shit 
like most can’t.” 

“You sound like an addict.” 

“Look, you guys supplied me with the stuff. How am | 
supposed to stop now when it lets me literally change material 
reality around me?” 

“Haven't | proven to you that you don’t need it?” 

“You've proven that you don’t need it.” 

“Whatever.” She stares at the road, unblinking. 

A creature rises from a black puddle in the center of the 
nearly pitch black road. It almost looks like the monstrosity- 
turned-woman from my dream. 

“Woah. Woah. Woah, Mara hit the brakes!” 

She sparks to life and slams the pedal to the floor. We 
hit the black ooze creature and it covers our car in what looks 
like oil. Unable to see, our car skidding, | grab Mara by the 
shoulder and cover her with my torso. We slide sideways and 


roll a few times off the road and down into the forest below. 


Flames. Everywhere. | can’t breathe. | look to the 
driver’s side door. It’s missing. Mara is out of sight. The heat is 
unbearable. My seatbelt is choking me. 

Do you feel me, Nicholas? The voice is unmistakable. 
Worse, it’s coming from my head. / am untethered. Magdalene 
and Christ incarnate as one. There is no redemption for souls 
such as yours who pay no heed to the androgynous principle. 
We are so much more than man or woman, can’t you see? 

| spit in defiance of my fate. Flames grow ever higher 
and hotter. | struggle with my seatbelt and manage to fling it 
off of my neck. | unbuckle myself and start kicking the 
windshield. It’s a lot harder than it looks to dislodge. | focus my 
will and prepare a swift, forceful kick.. 

Give up, Nicholas. Give in. You are wanted. You are 
loved. Join me. Join us. From the stars we descended. To the 
stars we return. Ad astra, my friend. 

| jam one boot with all of my weight and will forward. The 
windshield breaks and eventually gives way. My vision is 
getting dark and darker as the moments pass. Where the hell 
is she? 

She is here, my friend. With us. Can't you feel her? 

| rush forward with my upper body and army crawl across 
the hood of the car which leaves burns all across me. A pale, 
feminine foot with the weight of what feels like ten cinder 
blocks lands on my neck. The other foot cranes my head to 
the right. 

You can fight me or you can join me. You don’t need a 
woman to complete yourself! Become the woman inside! 

Dear God, no. It can’t be. Mara’s body is hanging upside 
down from a tree branch. Her womb is slit open and she’s 
bleeding down her torso onto her face. Her lifeless eyes stare 
at me terrified. I’m speechless. My muscles tense, my nostrils 
flare wide and my eyes become stricken with rage and grief. | 
reach into my back pocket while Morgue preaches his insanity 
and grab a spice vial. | smash the glass into my face and 


inhale like my life depends on it - which it does. Everything 
goes red. Morgue turns from what some would consider an 
angelic-looking being into the sludge monster he is, dripping 
himself all over the ground and myself. His feet weaken and 
start molding themselves around my face. Dark liquid fills my 
nostrils and covers my eyes. | shake my head free and punch 
upwards toward his genitals. He lets out a squeal and 
stumbles a few feet away. 

| wipe my face with my shirt, panting like a maniac and 
staring at my enemy. “You should have at least had them 
removed. People might have believed you then, microdick.” 

While he gathers himself - quite literally - together, | rush 
to Mara’s side of the car and grab her twelve gauge shotgun. It 
radiates heat and | feel my skin melting around it. | cock it and 
begin unloading with blind fury into Morgue’s torso and face. 
One by one chunks fly off and attach themselves to their 
environment. | pause my assault and return to the car for the 
incendiary rounds, find them and load them. 

All of this because of some bitch? | should’ve strangled 
her instead! Watched the life leave her eyes for a little longer! 
One blast, a second blast, a third blast then a fourth. 

Morgue’s oily form ignites in an unholy blaze. 

He screams, blood leaving what remains of his mouth. 
“You think this is the end? I’m just a shadow of you Nicholas! 
You know this to be true! | will return for all of you sluts, 
whores, bitches and cunts! Next time | won’t even bother 
fucking you! You will suffer as he will!” 

| look into Morgue’s eyes and focus my thoughts. Just die 
already, you fucking narc. 

The final blast rocks the forest and sets the area ablaze. 
Morgue disintegrates into the air. A dark purple portal, similar 
to the one from the security cameras, opens nearby and the 
remaining puddles and patches of black, some still ablaze, 
coalesce and retreat through the void. | rush over to Mara’s 
dangling corpse and pull her loose as gently as | can from the 
tree. She’s not breathing and she’s lost a shit ton of blood. | 
drag her away from the fires as long as | can, crying and 
screaming bloody murder. When we’re safe | close her eyes 


with my palm and clasp her hands over her chest, holding 
them still. Maybe I’m holding myself still. 

Mara, you bitch, don’t you do this to me now. We’ve 
been through so much. I’ve seen too much to believe you're 
dead. You can’t be. Do you hear me? 

| reach into my pockets for more spice but find nothing. 

No. | hear a voice emanating from the ground. Send me 
back. 

I’m possessed by religious fervor and pick her up to hold 
her in my arms. 

Mara, can you hear me? Please. Not now. | need you. 
We need you. |... love you. 

| instinctively place my hand on her womb and close my 
eyes, focusing everything | have on what | want. One more 
chance. Bring her back. Just once. 

| open my eyes with my other hand then place it on her 
forehead. My focus ignites and a circular symbol with a dot in 
the middle, made of light, bursts forth from her pineal gland. | 
feel the slit in her womb healing beneath my palm. She kicks 
her feet upwards and with a massive inhale, awakens back to 
life. She screams. A sound | never want to hear again, and 
closes her eyes once more, going limp. | check her lungs. 
She’s breathing now, at least. | pull her up the hill and back to 
the side of the road. 

| don’t know what happened, but it’s so much easier for 
me now. | know to be careful with my power so as to not draw 
attention, but she’s more important to me than life itself, so | 
use my new strength to summon a pickup truck with an 
enclosed bed. It hits me hard - harder than | expected. 
Considering what I’ve just been through it’s no surprise to me. 
The truck came with a sleeping bag in the back and several 
seat belt attachments to keep her secure. | load her in back, 
taking care to lock tightly everything | can, kiss her forehead 
and get in the driver’s side. A cold chill comes over me. 
Morgue’s rotting form appears in my mind. 

| look down and to my left instinctively and think, / can 

feel you. 


The chill feels afraid now. | don’t know how else to 
explain it. The image of a temple and chanting monks flashes 
in my consciousness. | ignore it and hit the road back toward 
headquarters. 

| pull into the headquarters parking lot and then quickly 
pull back out after noticing blue flashing lights and men in suits 
rushing in and out of the building. They’re carrying everything: 
spice crates, other narcotics, weapons, books, food. They 
torch it all except the spice crates. Those they load into 
unmarked eighteen wheeler trucks, who leave as soon as 
they’re loaded. | hope they didn’t notice me in all this 
commotion. I'll need to come back and figure out what’s going 
on. Mara is more important, though, so | head to her 
safehouse. 

Again the blue lights, officers, fires and trucks greet me. 
They’re everywhere. It must have been Morgue . He fights 
dirty. A cult leader murderer who informs on his enemies to the 
F.B.1. He has the moral code of a junky. Fitting, | guess, 
considering his old smack habit. At least he can be beaten. 
Temporarily for now, yes. But my intuition tells me that this can 
end well for all of us. I’m on my last legs, though. | try to 
summon some cash and an I.D. to get us a motel for the night, 
but all | can produce is enough for a pack of smokes and a 
PriceCo membership card with my name on it. The last place | 
want to go is my house, but she needs rest. So do I. 

We pull up and wait for an hour. No one home, no one 
creeping as far as | can tell. It’s almost daybreak, so | pull into 
my driveway, slide Mara out, and walk her as if she were a 
drunk one night stand up to my porch. On my door is a note 
from some private investigator named Meyer Riggs. Below 
that is a note from an “A” saying to call them immediately. A 
phone number’s at the bottom of the page. If there’s even a 
chance that this is Asphalt or another one of my new friends, 
then | must make the call A.S.A.P. | unlock the door and bring 
Mara inside, laying her on my couch. | prop her head up and 


rinse a rag in lukewarm water, then place it on her forehead. | 
caress her hair and a teardrop falls onto her face. | wipe it 
away and grab my smartphone to dial Beth. 

She answers in a frightful rage. “Where the hell are you 
two?” 

It's Asphalt. | start choking up. “Hey, uh. We’re both 
physically safe for now-” 

“You are never physically safe out there. Do you hear 
me?” 

“Asphalt, we had an accident. Morgue showed up-” 

“Morgue?!” 

“Let me finish! Morgue showed up. He hurt Mara. | 
fought him off, but she’s in a bad way. | think | healed her, but 
she won't wake up. What the hell do | do?” 

“I’m coming over. I'll bring a Fourier device fully 
charged. That will probably give us twenty-four hours to figure 
something out.” 

“She needs more than twenty-four hours. | need rest as 
well. Can you bring backup?” 

“Look, Nick. There is no backup. No one can be trusted. 
Morgue got to us. I’m alone out here, waiting for Tetrad to get 
back to me. I’m afraid they got to him, too.” 

“Have you heard anything from the airfield?” 

“No, and that worries me, too.” 

“Okay, I'll see you soon.” | hang up without waiting for a 

response and return to Mara’s side. 

I’m admiring Mara’s carefully groomed eyebrows and 
her perfect makeup. Her eyeshadow really does it for me. 
Looking at her is painful, but | can’t help it. | hear a knock at 
the back window of my apartment, look up and see Asphalt 
motioning upwards. | head over and open the window for her 
and she climbs in. 

She runs to Mara’s side. “Oh my god. Not you too, girl.” 
She pulls out a vial, not spice but maybe what | saw her use 
before for her portal technique. She takes a whiff and places 
her forehead against Mara’s, then places the vial beneath 
Mara’s nose. 


| hear Asphalt’s thoughts. Where are you, Mara? Come 
back to us. 

No response. 

“Anything?” | ask her? 

“Nothing. But that doesn’t mean jack shit right now. She 
needs medical attention, but without strict surveillance, 
security, and hell of a lot of Fourier devices installed, | don’t 
feel comfortable placing her anywhere near a hospital, 
considering my experiences with them. The dead haunt you, 
nurses and doctors become succubi and demons. It’s not 
pretty, and it’s the last thing she needs.” 

“Didn't you bring a device?” 

“| did , but this thing isn’t enough to protect her through 
a coma.” 

Coma. It really sinks in now. She’s still gone from me. | 
realize how much more I’m interested in her mind than her 
body, and hold back tears. She’s so unique. So perfect for me. 
And now she’s gone from me. The only part of her that really 
matters. Her. | guess I’m being selfish. Maybe whatever world 
she’s in now needs her more. Hopefully she’s just on loan. 
Don’t make me pull the plug, God. Please. 

Asphalt and | trade sighs with one another. She looks at 
me worried. I’m transported back to times when Beth and | 
were happy. Even though Asphalt’s in her own body, | can still 
see some Beth in her eyes. 

Asphalt’s phone rings. | notice Mara shudder at the 
sudden noise. She kicks off her blanket and | return it to her, 
tucking her in. | feel her forehead and sense no fever, 
thankfully. 

“Tet. Slow down. Talk to me.” She furrows her brow and 
after a few minutes of silence says, “Okay. Give me some 
time. We'll bail you out.” 

She returns her phone to her jacket and sighs for what 
must be the fiftieth time in the past hour. 

“I can’t read minds yet, Asphalt,” | lie . “Details, please.” 

She looks at the ceiling, then the floor, and then pulls a 
forty five caliber pistol from the back of her waistband and 


places it on the table. “I hope you know how to use one of 
these.” 

| remember blowing Morgue to flaming bits. “I’ve had 
some practice now.” | ensure the safety is on and then place 
the gun in the end table drawer. “We need incendiary rounds. | 
just dusted the bastard. He survived, but he had to retreat.” 

“We don’t have the luxury of an armory right now. You 
have to think on your feet. I’m leaving the Fourier device here. 
| hope | don’t regret it. | have to bust Tet out of the local P.D.” 

“I thought you said bail earlier.” 

“You think I’m going to tell Tet on a police phone my 
intention to break him out, guns blasting if necessary?” 

| feel stupid and tell her, “Fine, but I’m going with you. 
You need the Fourier device anyway. If Morgue really has the 
F.B.I. and police at his beck and call, there’s no telling what 
you'll come up against.” 

“You make it sound like I'll be kicking down the front 
doors.” She pulls out a glowing spindle of light and drops it on 
the floor. A bright white portal opens. “We’re dreaming, 
remember? If I’m not back before that device runs out of 
battery, get the hell out of dodge with Mara. Just run and don’t 
stop running. We can find you two again. We're all making this 
dream together, anyway.” She steps into the light and 
disappears through the floor. 


Morning turns to day and day turns to night. | stare at 
the battery gauge on the Fourier device between bouts of 
restless sleep and sitting with Mara. This has to be fora 
reason. | revived her, for Christ’s sake. In all of the classes | 
took and bits of knowledge | learned from my peers, | never 
heard anything like that happening. There has to be a way to 
wake her up. | have no spice left and still feel too weak to 
even try asummon. | don’t want to waste what little juice | 
have remaining, and the spice withdrawals are starting to hit. 
I’m beginning to feel miserable. Symptoms start hitting: the 
urge to harm myself, the urge to abuse drugs, the urge to 
escape. The one thing | can be certain of now is that there is 


no escape. Even if | were willing to abandon Mara and kill 
myself, who’s to say | won’t just get trapped in a deeper 
dream? Fuck it, she won't judge me for cutting myself. | need 
the adrenaline anyway. Maybe | can use it. 

| reach down to Mara’s lower pant leg, lift it, and remove 
her combat knife. | slowly pull it horizontally across my arm, 
drawing blood, which spurts, some landing on Mara’s chin. To 
my surprise her tongue escapes her locked lips and tastes it. A 
smile comes across her face. 

| take the opportunity and get right in her face. “Mara, 
you have to wake up. We need you. | need you. This fucked 
up world needs people like you. People who just do, who get 
things done. Not people who mope around hurting themselves 
and allowing the world to fester around them. Please. Wake 
up.” 

Instinct takes over and | raise my bleeding arm to her 
lips. Her eyes flutter and her mouth opens, enclosing around 
my forearm. After a few gulps a giant inhale livens her features 
and her eyes fly open. She’s disoriented for an instant, but 
quickly locks eyes with me and we share the deepest kiss 
we've ever had together. We pull back and | notice a change 
in her eyes. One shines brightly like one might imagine an 
angel’s would. The other glows a smokey purple, malice and 
determination driving its movement within her iris. 

I’m taken aback and ask her, “Mara, where the hell 
have you been? What did you see?” 

“Nicholas... too much. But | know now. | know where 
this is going. | Know everything.” 

“Everything? Don’t you need me to fill you in on the 
details?” 

“I’ve been here this whole time.” 


Mara cradles a coffee in her hands, shaking, but | 
sense it's from her power rather than her fear. “I was a ghost, 
Nick. It was awful watching you fight Morgue. | could do 
nothing. Then you did something...” 

“| know. We don't have to talk about it.” 


“No. It’s important. You brought me back. Better yet, after 
you brought me back | retained the ability to project myself as 
a ghost into the dream. Watch.” 

She points to the lit corner of the room then goes limp. | 
gasp and reach for her, but hear her voice in my mind coming 
from where she pointed. Hear me? Please. Tell me you hear 
me. 

| reply, / hear you. | hear you. Please, come back. This is 
too soon. 

Okay, I’m sorry. | just needed to prove it to you. 

You don’t have to prove anything to me. Come back. 

Her body rises to life and | hug her again. 

| ask, “Why did my blood bring you back? Do you have 
any idea?” 

“No, but | want to try something,” she replies while pulling 
her combat knife off of the table. “Lean back. Open wide.” 

At first | was a bit disgusted at the thought of drinking her 
blood - anyone’s blood, but the more | look at her the more | 
want its power. The sweet and savory taste of the blood of my 
beloved. What the hell is happening to me? | can’t stand it 
anymore and grab her arm. | suck every last drop from her and 
lick what remains. She smiles like a succubus. A beautiful 
succubus that can have everything - take everything - from 
me and I'll still want to give her more. Half of my vision goes a 
dark purple, the other a blinding white. | keel over and black 
out. 

“Fourier device has only three hours left,” | tell her while 
she bathes in the opposite room. 

“Enough time for us?” 

“For us? For us to-” 

At some point she creeped up behind me. She spins my 
office chair around and straddles me, scattering papers and 
my coffee to the floor. We look into each other’s now normal- 
looking eyes and | begin to cry. 

She puts her head to mine and | hear, Shh... 

I’m so glad you’re back. You can’t imagine what it’s like to 
see— 


I’m interrupted by her kiss. She hops off of me and leads 
me to my bedroom. We spend the next few hours enraptured 
by one another. 

“Maybe we should just run,” Mara says, adjusting her bra. 

“I’ve thought of that, but these people are my friends now. 
They’ve done too much for me to just leave them hanging - 
especially since Morgue is at the center of all this. | feel 
responsible.” 

“You are not responsible for any of this.” 

“We all are, Mara.” 

My smartphone rings. | answer, and can barely 
understand Asphalt over the cacophony. | think | hear Tetrad 
yelling as well. 

| put the phone on speaker and Asphalt keeps going. 
“..under fire...out of juice...their own devices...can’t control...” 
Beep . The line goes dead. 

Shit. | knew this would happen. | head to the end table 
and grab my new forty five as the Fourier device beeps its last 
breath. Mara follows, fully clothed now. 

“You're not going, Nick. | am.” 

“Are you fucking kidding me? After all this, you think I’m 
gonna let you go in there on your own?” 

“Give me the goddamn gun, Nick.” 

| refuse, place the weapon in my waistband, and grab her 
by the shoulders. The light and dark in her eyes flares up 
again, as they do in mine. 

| tell her, “We go together, or we run. Your call. Either 
way, I’m not losing you again.” 

Her eyes flare once more. “Fine. We go together.” 

She stares into the table and focuses with intent. Two 
nine millimeter submachine guns materialize along with 
several clips and magazines. Two incendiary grenades and 
bullet resistant body suits follow. The dark and light in her eyes 
dim. She takes a deep breath, seemingly meditating for a 
moment, then her eyes spring to life again, radiating passion 
and peace. She hands me a gun loaded with hollow points and 
several incendiary mags and | inspect them for errors. She’s 


good. | don the body suit and stow my weapons and one 
grenade. 

“Sure this is enough?” | ask. 

“It has to be. I’m working on self-regeneration of my 
energy reserves, but | fear that my reserves still have 
reserves, so I’m taking it slow.” 

| mimic her meditative pose from before and focus my 
consciousness into my eyes. She gasps as they flare up, even 
with my eyes closed. | look at her with ferocity and smile. This 
is more like it. | materialize two twelve gauge shotguns, two 
boxes of incendiary shells, two more incendiary grenades, and 
- with my last gasp of energy - a Fourier device, with enough 
charge to last us for an hour’s worth of assault. 

She grins. “I’m impressed, loverboy.” 

“I’m starting to get the hang of this, demon lady.” 

“Everyone has a part to play, even us lady demons.” She 
winks. “Now, I'll drive while you focus on regenerating. One 
moment, though.” 

She sits on the couch and goes limp again for a few 
seconds. Then, her body returns to life. 

“What did you see,” | ask? 

“It’s bad. The station is crawling with private mercs. 
They’re ready for us.” 

“They think they’re ready for us. Is Morgue there?” 

“| sensed nothing of Morgue, but we need a plan just in 
case he shows that coward’s face of his.” She looks stressed 
out. 

I’m stressed, too. “Can you open a portal?” 

“One - that’s something I’ve never been able to do. Two - 
do you want to end up like Asphalt? | heard her mention 
‘devices’ at one point. They probably trapped her the second 
she showed up. If they have their own Fourier devices then we 
can only rely on our guns and our wits right now.” 

“What about a coordinated strike? We get some people to 
blow the-” 

“What people? We can’t trust anyone but Asphalt and 
maybe Tetrad - if they didn’t get to him. They brainwash you, 
you know, to turn you against your friends.” She’s deadly 


serious. 

“Okay then. We take the truck, smash the front doors 
open, tear the place up. | know | can take a beating now. | can 
take a few shots. We’ve got full coverage when it comes to 
bullet resistance. We can take them.” | barely believe what I’m 
telling her, but something inside me is driving me to speak like 
| have a grasp on what’s going on. 

She smirks. “Well aren’t you Mr. Confidence all of a 
sudden?” 

| get up to leave and beckon her off the couch. “Let’s do 
this.” 

“Wait.” 

“Why?” 

“| haven’t given you your name yet.” 

“My name ? I’m fine with Nick. I’d prefer to be honest with 
my name.” 

She walks over and shushes me, kisses my forehead, 
then says with utmost sincerity, “Nero. | christen you Nero, 
because of your willingness to burn that place to the fucking 
ground.” 

“Well | guess I’m a demon now. At least to most people. 
Think there’s insurance money in it for me? | could use a new 
palace.” | chuckle. The name fits in a strange way. 

“ Now we leave,” she says as she takes the keys from 
my hand. “I’m driving. You need to recharge.” 

We gather our gear, head out, pack the truck and prepare 
for war on our way to the police station. 

We park down the block from the station and eye the 
scene. Guards dressed in black patrol the perimeter. Snipers, 
also in black, scan the streets through their scopes for 
undesirables. No boys in blue to be found. All private security. 
Every few minutes a tall, pale white man in a black pin-striped 
suit exits the building, hands what | assume to be orders to a 
guard outside, then returns inside. The most recent handoff 
results in the guard whirling his arm around while whistling. 
The ground patrols follow him inside while the snipers continue 
their watch. 


Mara speaks first. “Can you feel it radiating from the 
building?” 

“Yeah. They’re blocking us hard. I’m feeling ill already.” 

“Breathe. Suck it up. Here.” 

She makes a small incision in her palm and places it on 
my mouth. | suck her blood in like a newborn baby at his 
mother’s tit. I’m energized. Adrenaline surges through me and 
the feeling of approaching vomit cedes its place to one of 
barely restrained power. | do the same for her, and she reacts 
in much the same way. We can't resist kissing one another 
one last time before heading into the breach. We check our 
weapons, strap the rest of our body suits on, hang our 
grenades from our belts, and walk carefully away from the 
truck, towards the station. 


“Hostile spotted! Taking aim!” A sniper screams into his 
walkie talkie while taking shots at me. 

The others join suit, unloading round after round into 
me to no success. Their bullets phase through me, leaving 
them to reload in fear as | continue my slow pace. From 
behind the first shooter Mara stands from a crouch, slits his 
throat, gently lays him to rest out of sight, and continues to the 
next, moving low and quiet. 

“He’s still coming! Fire! Fire!” 

Their attempts are fruitless. | release myself from my 
projection, wake up inside a dumpster a few feet from the back 
of the building, pull my forty five and climb the fire escape to 
the roof. Across the way | see Mara finishing up with her last 
assigned target. My turn. 

With every shot, my perception of time slows to a crawl 
and | enjoy the falling corpses of my relentless enemies. One 
sniper takes two to the neck. Blood sprays backwards from 
him as he falls lifeless to the gravel floor of the roof. The 
second takes one in each knee before | approach him for an 
execution. 

The final one catches me off guard and yells, “Freeze!” 
before firing, catching me in the fat of my thigh. 

Just a flesh wound. As | spin to unload my remaining 


rounds, Mara jumps out from behind a solar panel and stabs 
the man repeatedly in the back, kicking him face first into the 
ground. She slides her knife into his skull and stomps down 
hard on the knife’s handle, leaving the man’s head like a 
watermelon about to be served up. 

The alarms blare and | can hear heavy footsteps 
thudding against steel stairs - rising until | hear what sounds 
like duct tape and a few beeping noises. Shit. | look at Mara. 
She nods and pulls her submachine gun out from behind her 
back. | do the same. We both run to opposite sides of the 
rooftop and go prone. From here I'll be able to see their feet at 
least. 

An explosion. The metal door flies off of its hinges and 
a multitude of armed mercs rush out yelling, running to cover, 
and blind firing. 

| focus my thoughts . Mara | hope you can hear me. | go 
first. Clean up after me. Save my ass. 3. 2. 1. 

| pull the pin on an incendiary grenade, wait a beat, 
then fire my last remaining forty five round into the air, 
drawing attention towards me. | focus my adrenaline and time 
slows for a brief period as | roll the grenade towards the group, 
jumping behind cover nearby. | hear an explosion, screams 
and gunshots. Mara’s submachine gun goes wild, cleaning up 
the lucky few who aren’t burning to death. Out of mercy, | 
finish off the few remaining guards slowly burning to death with 
quick shots through their brain stems. 

“That can’t be all of them!” she yells over at me. “Keep 
your eyes peeled!” 

We wait a minute. Nothing. The alarm shuts off. I’m 
confused. | rush over to Mara. 

“Are you hurt?” | scan her body and touch the blood on 
her to make sure it isn’t hers. 

“Surprisingly not. Why do you think they switched off 
the alarm?” 

“| have a feeling they want us to get comfortable. Stay 
frosty.” | hand Mara my submachine gun and pull out the 
shotgun. “I'll tank. Just follow me and clean up.” 

“Such a gentleman,” she says with a sarcastic tone. 


“Whatever happened to ladies first?” 

“Are you telling me you didn’t enjoy riddling those 
assholes with bullets?” 

“On second thought - you go first, darling.” 

“Thanks, babe...” 

We creep down the stairs - guns ready - floor after floor, 
finding no one. Lights are flickering and there’s severe 
damage to the walls the closer we get to ground. Asphalt and 
Tet must have put up one hell of a fight. When we reach the 
ground floor | can hear that om noise that emanated from the 
security footage of Morgue at the airplane graveyard. Great. At 
least we’re both conscious and well armed. | step through the 
door into the lobby and- 

A blade enters the right side of my torso. Wait. It isn’t a 
blade. It’s a hand. Morgue’s hand . Instinctively | fall over, 
playing dead - hoping my savior isn’t too far behind me. 

You see, Nicholas... the gods aren’t dead. They wish 
they could die. We must help them. Join them. Die ourselves. 
Only then can we be reborn with them anew! 

| spit on his feet before my vision goes dark. “Just. 
Fucking. Die. Already.” 

A blast rings out and Morgue shrieks like a paranoid 
housewife at three in the morning. Fire engulfs him. | smile. 
Three more shots ring out, shells ejecting near my head. 
Morgue flops backwards, chunks of him missing, and falls to 
the ground, becoming a black puddle again. Mara kneels 
beside me and puts her hand to my stab wound, closing her 
eyes and mumbling something like a chant. Maybe Tibetan. | 
feel my skin and organs mending themselves - a decidedly 
uncomfortable feeling - and blood return to my veins. 

Mara smiles at me. “Now we’re even, | hope.” 

| notice a void portal forming near Morgue’s remains. | 
hop to my feet and begin unloading incendiary shells into it, 
but nothing happens. All | can do is delay the inevitable by 
setting what | can find of Morgue on fire. | have a distinct 
feeling that we'll need to mop up every last part of the son of a 
bitch before we can call him gone. The ooze enters the portal. 


“Not this time you fucking asshole!” Mara leaps in after 
him. 

“Mara, no!” | follow her with just enough time to be 
teleported into the darkness. 


Blackness. | can hear whimpering. A whispering voice 
that | think | recognize does his best to console the 
whimpering. A torch ignites nearby. It’s Mara. The darkness 
recedes around us and | shudder as | see the fleshy walls and 
floor that surround us. 

Mara whispers into my ear while steadying me. “I can 
hear Tet and Asphalt. They must be in a bad way. This place 
is a hellhole.” 

| reach for my weapons. They’re gone. 

“Mara, blood. | need your blood. You need mine. | have 
an idea.” 

She reopens her previous wound and | take a sip, 
focusing my energy into the bright side of my eyes. The flesh 
prison we’ve wound up in becomes permanently illuminated in 
half of my sight. 

“I can see everything. Here.” | give her a sip of mine after 
bashing my thigh wound into a bloody mess. 

She does the same and exclaims under her breath, 
“Woah! Let’s go!” 

We creep through hallways and prison cells, all coated in 
pink skin and viscera. My gut tells me this is Morgue’s 
personal unconsciousness. What kind of shit are we gonna 
find here? As we pass various chambers | hear a disappointed 
mother, a step father - also disappointed - church bells, bullies 
using various slurs, and other traumas escaping into the ether. 

One group of voices yell, “Narcissist! Narc! Narc who’s 
a narcissist!” 

| guess Morgue was human once after all. | thought | 
had issues. Nothing compares to whatever this freak has been 
through. I’d say poor guy if he wasn’t a violent psychopath. We 
get closer to Tet’s voice consoling Asphalt and finally find a 
door marked with a red, encircled ‘M.’ Mara kicks it down and 


the pair, startled, push themselves to the corner of their cell, 
terrified. 

“Guys! It’s us! Tet! Asphalt! It’s Mara! Nero- | mean 
Nick!” She’s elated to see her friends again. 

Tet is elated, but confused. “Where the hell are we? 
How'd we get here? How’d you get here?” 

| interject, “No time for that. We have to find a way out. | 
think we’re trapped in Morgue’s unconscious. | can’t think of 
any other rational explanation. Take my hand.” 

Tet grasps my hand with his sweaty palm and | lift him 
to his feet. Mara does the same for Asphalt. We exchange 
hugs and walk out the door. Mara and | take care to keep Tet 
and Asphalt between us. There’s no telling what could creep 
up in front of or behind us. I’m convinced the hallways are 
repeating themselves ad infinitum when | hear a thumping, 
similar to a heartbeat, from a nearby corridor. | guide us 
closer, the thumping growing louder, until we come upon a 
giant black door. Tendrils grow from it, whipping the walls and 
each other. Eyes implanted on its metal dart back and forth, 
grow and shrink with an unsettling rhythm. 

| take a deep breath and kick the door down. Flies. 
Thousands of them. And bats. Hundreds of them. Fly forth 
from the newly opened passageway, spooking Tet and 
annoying the rest of us. Another deep breath and | focus on 
my bright eye. | can see the faint outline of a giant mass of 
something. It looks like dog shit. It pulsates more wildly the 
closer | get to it. 

| gasp. “This isn't. This couldn’t be-” 

“Morgue,” Mara says with determination. “This is where 
he’s reborn. I’m certain.” 

“Woah, you two. Why are your eyes like that? What the 
hell have you been up to?” 

Mara and | gaze at the throbbing mass of darkness. We 
look at eachother, and Tet and Asphalt and everything else 
that isn’t us and power dissolve into nothing. We turn 
simultaneously towards it and focus ourselves. The mass 
grows smokey and the void-filled air glides into our dark eyes, 
energizing us. The chamber begins to shake and flesh sloughs 


off of the walls. As the mass depletes itself into us, the bright 
sides of our eyes start glowing then strobing. The strobing 
grows faster and faster until it is indiscernible from solid light. 
An explosion rocks the room and beams of light fire off from 
both of our eyes, tearing apart the dream surrounding us and 
everyone in it. The last thing | see is a flash of solid white light. 


| wake up next to Mara in a bedroom | don’t recognize. 
It's beautiful though. Luxurious. | get up and out of bed silently 
so as not to wake her. | approach the curtains guarding us 
from the sun with apprehension. After what I’ve experienced, 
there could be any number of terrifying things behind them. | 
swallow hard, take a deep breath, and fling the curtains open. 

The most beautiful sunrise I’ve ever seen illuminates a 
silver cityscape below. A painter god must have taken over 
and left the human race with its magnum opus. | look behind 
me and see Mara sitting up, rubbing her eyes. 

“You woke me, asshole.” She smiles an exhausted smile. 

“| love you in spite of yourself,” | reply, returning her 
weary grin. 

“As do |. Where are we?” 

“| don’t know but | think it’s... over?” I’m genuinely 
confused. 

“Holy shit is this a penthouse apartment? Am | 
dreaming?” 

“We’re all dreaming.” | can’t stop smiling at her. | just 
know we won. 

“Wait, let me try something.” 

Instantly a breakfast tray pops up in her lap. She starts 
beaming. I’m beaming. 

“Mara, is this what you want?” 

“| think I'll go by Mary, now, Nicholas.” A tear falls from 
her eye. 

“What about our friends? Tet and Asphalt? The mission?” 

“None of that really mattered anyway. I’m sure wherever 
they are they can handle themselves. Didn’t we both want out 
oO» 

Peace washes over me and the two of us just look at one 


another, then out the window. A dove rests on the steel railing 
of our new balcony. | take a deep breath. 

A shared dream between two lovers. What more could | 
have asked for? 


